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Introduction: Attachment theory has been used extensively to explore the mother-infant 
attachment relationship. However, there is a dearth of attachment research focusing on father-
infant attachment formation, particularly with young infants. The present study aimed to address 
this by exploring fathers‘ experiences of forming attachments to their infants, within the first 
year. 
Method: The researcher interviewed ten fathers across Ireland. All fathers had an infant under 
the age of one year, and six fathers were first time fathers. Semi-structured interviews were used 
to explore fathers‘ subjective experiences of forming attachments to their infants. Interviews 
were transcribed verbatim.  
Results: An Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) approach was adopted and revealed 
a number of superordinate and subordinate themes in the interview data. The superordinate 
themes included: The Power of Reciprocal Interactions, Engagement and Distancing from 
Caregiving, Sense of inclusion in the Parenting Process and A Changing Father. 
Discussion:  This research highlighted the complexities of the father-infant attachment and 
provided current insights into fathers‘ experience of attachment formation with their infants. The 
findings are discussed in relation to attachment theory and research on fathers‘ experiences, and 
a number of recommendations for clinical settings are presented (e.g. co-parenting strategies 
delivered by clinicians). Limitations (e.g. sample demographics) and strengths (e.g. gaining the 





  TABLE OF CONTENTS 
  
DECLARATION ........................................................................................................................................................................... II 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS  ....................................................................................................................................................... III 
ABSTRACT ...................................................................................................................................................................................IV 
CHAPTER 1:  LITERATURE REVIEW ............................................................................................................................................... 1 
1.1 CHAPTER INTRODUC TION  .................................................................................................................................................... 1 
1.2 CHAPTER OUTLINE........................................................................................................................................................... 2 
1.3 ATTACHMENT THEORY ......................................................................................................................................................... 2 
1.3.1 OUTCOMES OF ATTACHMENT FORMATION.............................................................................................................................. 5 
1.3.2 FATHER ATTACHMENT AND CHILD OUTCOMES.......................................................................................................................... 6 
1.3.3 FATHERS EXPERIENCES IN THE FIRST YEAR  ............................................................................................................................... 6 
1.3.4 ASSESSING THE FATHER-INFANT ATTACHMENT ......................................................................................................................... 8 
1.4 THE COURSE OF RESEARCH ON FATHER-CHILD ATTACHMENT...............................................................................10 
1.5 FURTHER RESEARCH ON FATHERS AND ATTAC HMENT ............................................................................................13 
1.5.1 PROXIMAL FACTORS .............................................................................................................................................................13 
1.5 .1.1  FATHER-CHILD PLAY AND ACTIVATION RELATIONSHIP THEORY................................................................................13 
1.5 .1.2  PARENTING SENSITIVITY AND PLAY ...........................................................................................................................16 
1.5 .1.3  SYNCHRONY...............................................................................................................................................................19 
1.5 .1.4  TIME SP ENT WI TH INFANTS  ......................................................................................................................................21 
1.5 .1.5  FATHERS REPRESENTATIONS OF INFANTS A ND PRE-NATAL  ATTACHMENT................................................................22 
1.5 .1.6  INFANT GENDER AND TEMP ERAMENT........................................................................................................................24 





1.5.2 DISTAL FACTORS...................................................................................................................................................................25 
1.5 .2.1  MATERNAL  BARRIERS ................................................................................................................................................25 
1.5 .2.2  THE CULTURAL  CONTEX T ..........................................................................................................................................26 
1.6 FATHERS NARRATIV ES OF THEIR EXPERIEN CES...........................................................................................................29 
1.7 RESEARCH AIMS AN D QUESTION  ....................................................................................................................................32 
CHAPTER 2: METHODOLOGY ......................................................................................................................................................34 
2.1 CHAPTER INTRODUCTION..........................................................................................................................................34 
2.2 RATIONALE FOR METHODOLOGY ....................................................................................................................................34 
2.3 INTERPRETIVE PHENOMENOLOGICAL ANALYS IS (IPA) ...........................................................................35 
2.4 PARTICIPANTS .......................................................................................................................................................................38 
2.4.1 RECRUITMENT PHASE 1 ........................................................................................................................................................38 
2.4.2 RECRUITMENT PHASE 2 ........................................................................................................................................................39 
2.4.3 RECRUITMENT PHASE 3 ........................................................................................................................................................39 
2.4.4 DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION ..............................................................................................................................................40 
2.5 INTERVIEW SCHEDULE ........................................................................................................................................................42 
2.6 PROCEDURE............................................................................................................................................................................43 
2.7 ETHICAL ISSUES .....................................................................................................................................................................47 
2.8 DATA ANALYSIS.....................................................................................................................................................................48 
2.9 RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY CONSIDERATIONS ............................................................................................................50 
2.10 REFLEXIVITY  ...........................................................................................................................................................................52 





3.1 CHAPTER INTRODUCTION..........................................................................................................................................54 
3.2 OVERVIEW OF THE S UPERORDINATE THEMES  .............................................................................................54 
3.3 SUPERORDINATE THEME: THE POWER OF RECIPROCAL INTERACTIONS  ....................................57 
3.3.1 MOMENTS OF CONNECTION/DIS-CONNECTION ............................................................................................................57 
3.3.2 AN EVOLVING ATTACHMENT ........................................................................................................................................62 
3.4 SUPERORDINATE THEME: ENGAGEMENT AND DIS TANCING FROM CAREGIVING. ..................67 
3.4.1 ACTIVE ROLE IN CAREGIVING .......................................................................................................................................67 
3.4.2  DISTANCING FROM CAREGIVING..................................................................................................................................71 
3.4.3 FEEDING AS A BARRIER/FACILITATOR .........................................................................................................................77 
3.5  SUPERORDINATE THEME: S ENS E OF INCLUS ION IN PARENTING PROCESS .................................82 
3.5.1 INFANT HEALTH CARE APPOINTMENTS.........................................................................................................................82 
3.5.2  ―THE HUSBAND COULD BE CRACKING UP‖ (FATHERS WELLBEING) ..........................................................................85 
3.6  SUPERORDINATE THEME: A CHANGING FATHER .......................................................................................90 
3.6.1 ―I SHOW MY LOVE MORE‖ (GENERATIONAL CHANGES).............................................................................................91 
3.6.2 PATERNITY LEAVE ENGAGEMENT .................................................................................................................................93 
3.6.3 LEVEL OF ATTACHMENT AWARENESS .........................................................................................................................97 
CHAPTER 4: DISCUSSION .............................................................................................................................................................99 
4.1 CHAPTER INTRODUCTION..........................................................................................................................................99 
4.2 REVIEW OF THE RESEARCH QUESTION  ..........................................................................................................................99 
4.3 SUMMARY OF FINDINGS ....................................................................................................................................................99 





4.4.1 THE POWER OF RECIPROCAL INTERACTIONS ........................................................................................................... 101 
4.4.2 ENGAGEMENT AND DISTANCING FROM CAREGIVING .............................................................................................. 107 
4.4.3 SENSE OF INCLUSION IN THE PARENTING PROCESS .................................................................................................. 112 
4.4.4  A CHANGING FATHER ................................................................................................................................................. 116 
4.5 LIMITATIONS OF THE S TUDY ................................................................................................................................ 120 
4.6  STRENGTHS OF THE S TUDY................................................................................................................................... 122 
4.7 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CLINICAL PRACTICE ....................................................................................... 124 
4.8 FUTURE RES EARCH ..................................................................................................................................................... 126 
4.9 REFLECTION ON THE RES EARCH PROCESS  .................................................................................................. 128 
4.10 CONCLUS ION................................................................................................................................................................. 129 
REFERENCES................................................................................................................................................................................. 131 
APPENDIX A: INFORMATION SHEET....................................................................................................................................... 150 
APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW SCHEDULE...................................................................................................................................... 152 
APPENDIX C: CONSENT FORM ................................................................................................................................................. 154 
APPENDIX D: EXAMPLE OF INITIAL STAGES OF ANALYSING INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT ............................................... 156 
APPENDIX E: EXAMPLE OF INITIAL THEMES FROM DAVID’S NARRATIVE...................................................................... 157 







CHAPTER 1:  LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
“I‟d push the pram with two hands, I wouldn‟t have one in the pocket, no I wasn‟t like that, I‟d 
push the pram and I didn‟t care, I was proud of them. Simple as that” 
(Pilot interview with Father) 
1.1 CHAPTER INTRODUCTION 
The opening quote of this chapter was provided by a father who conducted the pilot interview for 
this research. The quote resonated with the researcher due to its honesty and the delight 
conveyed at being a father. This account potentially opposed the historical understanding of a 
father‘s role in the life of their infant. This retrospective account was provided on this father‘s 
experiences during the 1980‘s, less than a century after research on father attachment had gained 
any significant depth, and from a time where such modern thinking was arguably uncommon. 
This father was perhaps ‗ahead of the times‘.  
The researcher‘s motives for carrying out this study were partly due to an observed lack of father 
involvement in clinical settings. To borrow an acting analogy, the researcher experienced 
mothers as playing the part of being downstage, clearly visible and actively engaged. Whilst 
fathers played the role of being upstage, and at times appeared to be so far off the stage that they 
could not be seen or heard. These experiences lead to a curiosity around father attachment and 






have unique negative influences on child personality development and social, emotional and 
behavioural difficulties during the child‘s development (e.g. Grossman et al., 2002).  
 
1.2 CHAPTER OUTLINE 
This chapter will review the relevant literature on attachment theory, specifically father-infant 
and father-child attachment research. An overview of attachment theory and its origins are 
presented, as well as outcomes for children associated with the attachment style they have with a 
parent. Issues in relation to assessing the father-infant attachment relationship are also 
considered. This is followed by an outline of the course of research on father-infant attachment 
over time. After this, an ecological systems perspective is used to explore proximal and distal 
factors associated with father-infant attachment formation. Subsequently, research exploring 
father‘s narratives of their experiences forming attachments with their infants are considered. 
Finally, an outline of this research study and the research question it seeks to explore is 
presented. 
 
1.3 ATTACHMENT THEORY 
Attachment theory is arguably one of the most influential and widely researched areas in 
psychology today. The pioneering work by John Bowlby (1969/1982) has led to a plethora of 






theories proposed by psychoanalytic and social learning theorists at the time (e.g., Freud 
1910/1957, Sears, Maccoby & Levin, 1957) that proposed an infant‘s relationship to its mother 
developed through feeding (Cassidy & Shaver, 2008). Historical animal-based work by Lornez 
(1935) with infant geese, where they became attached to parents or objects that did not feed 
them; and Harlow (1958) with infant rhesus monkeys, where in times of stress preferred the cloth 
covered mother that afforded contact comfort, as opposed to the wire-mesh mother. These 
studies contributed to Bowlby‘s perspective that human infants too became attached to people 
who do not solely feed them. Whilst these studies have contributed to the understanding of 
human development, it is still recognised that there may be limitations relating to the use of 
animals for the development of human psychological theories as they simplify human 
experience, and the nature of animal behaviour is unpredictable.  
Bowlby combined the perspectives of psychoanalytic, learning, cognitive, and ethological 
theories to describe the development of a bond between a mother and infant (Karen, 1998). In 
terms of ethology, attachment theory states that an infant is biologically primed to seek 
proximity with a caregiver for their survival. In relation to biology, attachment theory posits that 
attachment behaviour has developed to ensure the survival of an infant (Bowlby, 1969/1982). In 
terms of evolution and ethology, an infant is armed with a set of signalling behaviours to 
communicate with caregivers in order to have their needs met for survival. In turn, parents are 
also equipped with a range of instinctual responses towards infants. For example, parents are 
primed to respond to an infant‘s communication of distress through the behaviour of crying. 






with theorists such as Piaget (1954) whose formulations were related to the inherent motivation 
of the child to explore their environment. 
Another highly influential researcher in the field of infant attachment was Mary Ainsworth. She 
designed the Strange Situation Procedure (SSP: 1978) which continued to enhance Bowlby‘s 
theory and further reinforced his earlier formulations. The SSP contributed greatly to the study of 
attached by enabling the empirical study of individual differences in attachment quality (Cassidy 
& Shaver, 2008). Ainsworth‘s (1978) SSP placed children in unfamiliar situations in which 
parents left and returned to a room in which the infant remained, whilst strangers intermittently 
entered. The emotional reactions of the infants were observed, interpreted and recorded. Three 
types of infant-parent attachments were identified, namely: secure, which related to the 
observation of child distress when their mother briefly left, along with active reengagement when 
she returned; avoidant which was observed when a child is preoccupied with their environment 
(e.g. toys) and are not overly concerned about the stranger in room, and ambivalent which was 
observed when the child showed signs of distress and contentment, possibly anger towards their 
caregiver. The attachment type shown by the infant was postulated to develop in reaction to the 
response provided by the caregiver when the infant‘s attachment system was ‗activated‘ due to 
distress.  Main and Solomon (1986) later developed an additional classification, disorganised, 







The author recognises that the phrase ―attachment‖ is often used interchangeably with terms such 
as ―bond‖, ―relationship‖ and ―caregiving‖ in the literature. Although there are similarities 
between these concepts (e.g. they each focus on relationships), the current study defines 
attachment as the dynamic interplay of internal systems such as ―caregiving‖, ―careseeking‖, 
―exploration‖ and ―fear‖ which are activated by emotional and physical connections across the 
lifespan (Heard & Lake, 1986; Heard, Lake & McCluskey, 2012) 
  
1.3.1 OUTCOMES OF ATTACHMENT FORMATION 
The above attachment categories have been associated with differing outcomes for children. 
Specifically, social, cognitive and emotional challenges have been extensively associated with 
having an insecure attachment (e.g., Sable, 1997, Belsky, 1996). These challenges include: poor 
peer relations, anger difficulties, and decreased self-control (Sroufe, Egeland, Carlson & Collins, 
2005). In later life secure attachments have been associated with fewer emotional difficulties. 
Whereas avoidant attachments have been associated with increased anxiety, chronic rejection 
and emotional unavailability of caregivers has been associated with aggression and conduct 
disorders, and avoidant attachments have been related to depression (Sroufe, 2000). 
Disorganized attachments have been associated with the greatest disturbance in later life (Sroufe, 
2000), and is also related to dissociative symptoms (Carlson, 1998, Ogawa, Sroufe, Weinfield, 
Carlson, & Egeland, 1997). This research showing the difficulties associated with the 






experience of forming attachments, to gain valuable information which may be used to 
strengthen the security of father-infant attachments. 
 
1.3.2 FATHER ATTACHMENT AND CHILD OUTCOMES 
Early theorists claimed that a child‘s earliest and closest relationships have the greatest influence 
on their future mental health and wellness (Winnicott, 1965, Freud, 1965). These results were 
however gleaned from research that focused solely on the mother-infant relationship, neglecting 
that of the father. Similarly, Bowlby‘s theory (Bowlby, 1969) postulated the primary importance 
of mothers to their infant‘s physical and mental well-being, but did not perceive fathers as 
significant to their infants (Ludolph, 2009). Flouri and Buchana (2004) however found that 
father involvement in an infant‘s life improved child cognitive functioning later in life, whilst 
Amato and Rivera (1999) stated that positive father involvement to be associated with lower 
levels of behaviour problems, regardless of the fact that mothers‘ involvement was controlled 
for. Again, this research highlights the importance of exploring father-infant attachment 
formation, given the association between father involvement and positive outcomes for children.  
 
1.3.3 FATHERS EXPERIENCES IN THE FIRST YEAR 
Research indicates that a child‘s attachment relationships can vary from one time to another 
(Main, 1995). At times children may show stronger and more secure attachments to their fathers 






(Main, 1995). Lamb et al. (2002) postulated that infants seem to form distinct attachments to 
both their mothers and fathers in their first year. This finding is despite the fact infants tend to 
have three or four times more interactions with their mothers than their fathers. In fact, studies of 
infant-mother and infant- father attachments have suggested that seven, eight, twelve, and thirteen 
month old infants show no systematic preference for one parent over the other on attachment 
behaviour measures (Lamb et al., 2002). Specifically, infants may show no preference to stay 
near, approach, touch, or asked to be held by specific adults (Lamb et al., 2002). However, it 
appears that when both parents are present, distressed infants turn to their mothers more often 
than to their fathers. This suggests a hierarchy of attachment figures, with infants favouring those 
who are more prominently involved in their care at times of distress (Bornstein, Arterberry, 
Artberry & Lamb, 2013). This research hopes to explore father‘s experiences of this hierarchy of 
attachment figures when appropriate in semi-structured interviews. The gap of more than thirty 
years between Bowlby‘s (1969) postulations and the research by Lamb et al. (2002) may 
highlight the changing social attitudes towards fathers which is in line with the changing role of 
mothers. Additionally, if we consider that infants tend to form attachments to their caregivers at 
around six months in their first year (Borenstein et al. 2013) and the importance of attachment 
relationships has been highlighted, it appears fitting to explore further the attachments that are 








1.3.4 ASSESSING THE FATHER-INFANT ATTACHMENT 
Although research has highlighted the importance of father-infant attachment relationships (e.g. 
Van IJzendoorn, & De Wolff, 1997), assessing the relationship has proven challenging. At times 
attachment theory has created controversy regarding the generalisations to father-child 
relationships based on the applications of methods designed from mother-infant observations, or 
maternal report of father-infant relations. These challenges have been associated with: 
methodological limitations of the Strange Situation procedure (SPP) in the form of the ability to 
show a stability of attachment patterns over a relatively short period of time, (e.g., Bar-Haim et 
al. 2000, Vondra et al., 2001), and the lack of robust links between father-infant attachment and 
children‘s later socio-emotional development (Parke et al., 2004). Due to these limitations, 
alternative assessments to the SPP have been created to explore attachment.  
Paquette and Bigras (2010) developed a specific observational paradigm for assessing the father-
infant relationship named the ‗Risky Situation‘ (RS). During this twenty minute observational 
assessment children are exposed at aged twelve to eighteen months to situations involving mild 
social or mild potential physical risk (a second procedure also exists for two to five year olds). 
The children are then classified according to their confidence in exploration, and having 
appropriate recourse to the father for protection and safety (Paquette & Bigras, 2010). To further 
clinically support the Risky Situation (RS) procedure, Paquette and Dumont (2013) carried out a 
study to verify whether the RS was a more valid means than the Strange Situation Procedure 
(SSP) for predicting children‘s socio-emotional development, and to assess the moderating effect 






took part in the study, and both the RS and SSP were conducted when the children were twelve 
to eighteen months old to measure attachment and activation. Additionally, a questionnaire on 
fathering (The Daily Activities (DA): Paquette, 2000) was administered, and childcare workers 
rated the children‘s‘ socio-emotional developmental at thirty to thirty-six months (Social 
Competence and Behaviour Evaluation Scale: SCBE: LaFreniere & Dumas, 1995).  
The analyses revealed that the RS predicted children‘s socio-emotional development, whereas 
the SSP did not, even when controlling for parental involvement. The results further supported 
previous studies that the SSP is less valid for assessing father–child attachment due to the latter‘s 
unique underlying mechanisms (e.g. Bretherton, 2010; Dubeau & Moss, 1998; Volling & 
Belsky, 1992; Youngblade, Park & Belsky, 1993). Additionally, the researchers state that the 
SSP was primarily connected to parental involvement in comfort, and the RS was associated 
with parental involvement in stimulation and discipline. What is more, they acknowledged that 
the sample of fathers in this study were less involved in comfort than were their spouses. This 
suggests that results may be less predictive of comfort for the fathers and more predictive of 
simulation and discipline from the beginning. It is also unclear whether the fathers in this study 
were considered to be the ‗primary caregivers,‘ as this may impact on the types of involvement 
the fathers have with their children. Nevertheless, the above study appears to provide alternative 
ways of quantifying and capturing the essence of a father-child attachment, and the influence 
fathers have on a child‘s development. To further support the validity of the RS in relation to 
father-infant attachment, Gaumon & Paquette (2013) reported that attachment and activation 






construct to the SSP.  Hence, the activation relationship reflects the dyadic father- child 
interactions as opposed to the child characteristics in isolation in the SPP.   
 
1.4 THE COURSE OF RESEARCH ON FATHER-CHILD ATTACHMENT 
Not until the early 1970‘s did fathers gain recognition as having unique and important 
attachment relationships with their infants (Lamb, 1976). Bretherton‘s (2010) review, describes 
research on father-child attachment as having progressed through four phases, the origins of 
which preceded the work by Bowlby (1969/1982). A set of distinct research questions 
accompanied each phase. 
In phase one, researchers were concerned with comparing fathers to mothers as potential 
attachment figures. This phase of research began with Ainsworth (1967) observing that fathers 
were attachment figures in some families, and Schaffer and Emerson (1964) observing that in 
some cases fathers were primary attachment figures. It was further noted that these fathers had 
been selected due to their responsiveness and not the amount of time they spent caregiving 
(Bretherton 2010). Bowlby (1969) then posited that fathers were a supplementary playmate 
attachment figure, and not a primary attachment figure. The focus of research at this time was on 
the importance of mothers as a caregiver for child development, which was in line with current 
thinking on social and family environments. Fathers as primary caregivers were seen as unusual 






Phase two was concerned with the hierarchy hypothesis that fathers were supplementary to the 
mothers who were seen as the primary attachment figures. When exploring this hierarchy, Lamb 
(1976) found that infants performed more connecting behaviours such as smiling, vocalising, and 
offering toys to fathers than with mothers. However, during time of stress (e.g., when a stranger 
was introduced) infants demonstrated mothers as a primary attachment figure by orienting 
towards them as opposed to their father (Lamb, 1976). Lamb (1976) however stated that fathers 
could have secure attachment relations with their infants. Furthermore, it was suggested that 
infants may experience their relationships with their mothers and fathers differently (Lamb, 
1976), and that mothers and fathers may have roles which impact on distinct parts of child 
development (Lamb, 1976). Phase two was also influenced by societal changes and an increase 
in women participating in the workforce (Bretherton, 2010).  
Phase three research was concerned with exploring whether mothers and fathers have different 
attachment security classifications (Bretherton, 2010). In relation to this, Main and Weston 
(1981) found that mother and father attachments were not always matched during the SSP, which 
had implications for the understanding that insecure attachments with mothers prevented 
children from forming secure attachments with others (Bretherton, 2010). With the development 
of the Adult Attachment Interview (George et al.,1996) at this time it was shown that mothers 
and fathers can have distinct attachment relationships with their child which is based on the 






In phase four, the focus of attachment research with fathers moved towards questioning whether 
child development outcomes of mother and fathers were comparable, even when both were 
secure relationships (Bretherton, 2010). Grossmann et al. (2002) distinguished between mother 
and father attachment roles with fathers providing play, and mothers providing caregiving for the 
child. Grossmann et al. (2002) related these roles to distinct processes which may have differing 
outcomes for children, specifically sensitivity to distress and synchrony in exploratory play 
(Bretherton, 2010). This phase also showed the introduction of considering attachment 
relationships in the context of the family, with father-child, mother-child, and mother-father 
relationships seen as distinct and important (De Wolff and Van IJzendoorn, 1997; Belsky, 1996; 
Cowan, 1997; McHale, 2007). These progressions in phase four occurred during the 
development of more diverse family structures, and changing expectations of increased father 
involvement (Pleck, 2010). With this in mind, attachment focused researchers have called for a 
family perception of attachment (e.g. Cowan, 1997) where the family system is viewed as 
influential in the creation of secure attachments.  According to Palm (2014) the father- child 
relationship is a two-way reciprocal interaction, which is sensitive to a multitude of factors in the 
father, the child, the father-mother relationship, and the family system. The current study aims to 
view the father‘s attachment experiences with their infants within a family model of attachment 
perspective. With further support for this approach (e.g., Bretherton, 2010) the family context is 







1.5 FURTHER RESEARCH ON FATHERS AND ATTACHMENT 
In addition to the research outlined by Bretherton (2010) a number of other interesting areas of 
research have been developed relating to father-infant attachment. Lickenbrock and Braugart-
Rieker (2015) suggest adopting an ecological systems perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 1994) when 
exploring factors associated with early parent-child relationships. They state that these 
relationships are influenced by interactions between systems, with some more proximally 
associated with the child than others, which may be referred to as more distal. This framework 
for considering factors associated with infant-parent attachment relationships will be used below. 
Firstly, the proximal factors of: father-child play and Activation Relationship Therapy; parenting 
sensitivity and play; synchrony; time spent with infants; father representations of infants and pre-
natal attachment; infant gender and temperament; and father mental health will be explored. This 
is followed by a discussion of the distal factors associated with father-infant attachment 
formation, namely: maternal barriers to attachment; and the cultural context. 
 
1.5.1 PROXIMAL FACTORS 
1.5.1.1 FATHER-CHILD PLAY AND ACTIVATION RELATIONSHIP THEORY  
A considerable subdivision of research on father-infant attachment has focused on the subject of 
father play with their child. It appears that attachment research on fathers has emphasised play 
interactions rather than nurturance or caregiving interactions (Grossman et al., 2002). This may 






attachment figures who have performed less caregiving tasks than mothers. This thinking has 
more recently been restated by Ludolph (2009). The benefits of fathers engaging in play with 
their children have been explored, with an argument formed for the need for children to be 
directly stimulated (e.g., through play) in addition to their need to be comforted (Yogman, 1981). 
More recent research has shown an association between father–child attachment quality and 
father involvement in play during infancy and toddlerhood, and that engagement in rough-and-
tumble play is a unique and strong predictor of attachment security (Newland, Coyl, & Freeman 
2008; Grossmann et al., 2002). It will be interesting to explore father‘s experiences of engaging 
in play with their child, and its association with father-infant attachment in the current study. 
The concept of Rough and Tumble Play (RTP) a form of physical play, and an associated 
Activation Relationship Theory (ART: Paquette, 2004) constitute a subset of father-infant play 
and attachment research. ART focuses on two dimensions of fathering to describe the nature of 
the child-father relationship. It states that by encouraging children to open up to the outside 
world through ‗stimulation‟, whilst setting appropriate limits for their safety though „discipline‟, 
fathers form the affectional bond required to develop children‘s sense of security and self-
confidence. In addition, Paquette (2004) postulates that men are physiologically more aggressive 
than women, and this provides benefits for men when helping their child to learn to manage their 
emotions in socially acceptable ways. According to Paquette (2004), challenging physical games 
like rough and-tumble play serve the function of teaching emotional regulation by generating 
strong arousal in addition to an opportunity to manage stimulation and limit-setting. ART 






attachment. However, this theory arguably discounts a more complex relationship dyad, in which 
there may be a triad of dynamics (e.g., relationship with mother affects attachment between 
father-infant) or a quartet of dynamics (e.g., the infant‘s temperament affects the attachment 
relationship).  
Further to this, Paquette & Dumon (2013) conducted a study to ascertain whether father RTP 
was associated with attachment or activation relationships. The results showed that higher 
activation of toddler boys by their fathers is associated with higher levels of engagement in RTP 
when they reached three years of age. In addition, there was no association between father-child 
attachment relationship in toddlerhood and the amount of father-child RTP when the child 
reached preschool level (Paquette & Dumon, 2013). Interestingly the researchers appeared to 
have access to a comparable sample of fathers who were asked the same play questionnaire in 
Paquette‘s et al. (2003) study. When comparing both samples, it appeared that within the 10-year 
time frame, father‘s frequency of RTP with their sons and daughters lacked notable difference, 
which may reflect a shift in the types of interactions that are for sons and daughters. This may 
also support the notion that competition skills which are taught in RTP, are being fostered in 
children as a result of the increasingly individualistic and competitive society (Paquette, 2004), 
where men and women are equally part of the workforce. Finally, the above study showed that 
some children who were classified as having an avoidant attachment to their father, engaged in 
higher amounts of RTP, and avoidance in father-child dyads is suggested to be autonomy rather 






1.5.1.2 PARENTING SENSITIVITY AND PLAY  
Parent sensitivity to infant cues has been explored as a construct which may predict attachment 
and a collection of research has focused on assessing fathers‘ sensitivity through stimulating play 
(Paquette & Bigras, 2010). However, the results for research on sensitivity have been mixed to 
date (Palm, 2014). Father‘s sensitivity during play situations has been suggested as an important 
focus for understanding the development of secure father-child attachments (Palm, 2014). An 
association has been found between father sensitivity during play and the quality of their child‘s 
solitary play and exploration (Easterbrooks & Goldberg, 1984). Father affect and sensitive 
supportive involvement has also been shown to predict infant enthusiasm and confident 
exploration, independent of maternal variables (Cox et al., 2003). Furthermore, fathers‘ 
sensitivity during infant interactions were shown to predict better behavioural and psychological 
outcomes for children later in development (Lucassen et al., 2011; Trautmann-Villalba et al., 
2006). Also, father insensitivity and frightening behaviour have been associated with emotional 
dis-regulation in young children (Hazen et al., 2011). Father sensitivity and attachment quality 
were however demonstrated as weakly associated by DeWolff and Van Ijzendoorn (1997).  
Grossmann et al. (2002) conducted a longitudinal study looking at fathers‘ as compared to 
mothers‘ specific contributions to their children‘s attachment representations at ages six, then, at 
sixteen years. This study had a focus on fathers‘ sensitivity and challenging play using the 
Sensitive and Challenging Interactive Play scale (SCIP), an instrument which assesses areas such 
as emotional supportiveness, attentiveness, positive affect, praise as well as challenges. Data on 






Fathers‘ sensitive responsiveness during observed interactions with their infants were rated using 
Ainsworth et al.‘s (1974) nine-point rating scale. This scale was however originally designed for 
maternal sensitivity to infant‘s communication, and not the sensitivity of fathers. As a 
consequence, a new five-point scale was utilised in Grossman et al.‘s (2002) study as fathers‘ 
sensitive responses could not be interpreted in the same way as those of mothers. The findings 
were that fathers did not manage the distress of their infants alone, with the majority of the 
fathers supplementing the caregiving of mothers, which contributed to the need for the 
development of the new five-point scale (Wutz, 1985).  
The results of this study showed that for fathers, and not mothers, higher father sensitivity in the 
form of emotional support and gentle challenge in toddler-parent play situations was associated 
with child attachment representations at age ten and sixteen years. For mothers, quality of 
attachment and not sensitivity in play predicted child attachment representations in later life. 
Furthermore, increased father sensitivity predicted fewer behaviour problems in their child 
during kindergarten, and higher scores on personality characteristics associated with secure 
exploration at age sixteen. Also, the representation of father-son partnership at age twenty-two 
was shown as having firm roots in fathers‘ earlier play sensitivity, with stronger partnerships 
with fathers who had displayed higher sensitivity in childhood. Fathers‘ play sensitivity appeared 
to form a central role in the father-infant attachment system, comparable to the role of maternal 
caregiving sensitivity in the infant-mother attachment system (Grossmann et al., 2002). It may be 
the case that play sensitivity is found as an important aspect of attachment formation experiences 






The SCIP scale may be an appropriate assessment of father attachment variables, as fathers were 
shown in this research to make their contributions to the attachment relationship through being a 
sensitive and trusted companion as well as being a fun and challenging play partner, these 
constructs are measured by the SCIP. The attachment relationships of mothers may be more 
appropriately assessed using the SSP as this measures their function as a safe haven in times of 
distress and need, which has been demonstrated as heightened for infants when with their 
mothers (Ainsworth, 1978). As stated by Paquette and Bigras (2010, p.34) “a playmate does not 
become a source of comfort in times of distress,” and it may be found in this research that 
fathers experience forming attachment through play and sensitive companionship, as opposed to 
comforting when their child is distressed. This study however will explore the relationship of 
fathers to their infant of less than a year old, an age which may precede the development of 
companionship and play. 
The findings of Grossman et al.‘s (2002) study involved families within a traditional home 
environment (i.e., comprising of the father as the ‗bread winner‘ and the mother as the 
‗homemaker‘) and this may have implications for the findings of the research. It could be 
suggested that if traditional families are included in assessing attachment quality using methods 
such as the SSP or the SCIP scale, these findings may continue to support a stereotypical home 
environment and fail to capture the attachment relationships formed in less traditional family 






In critique of this study, fathers‘ caregiving involvement and fathers‘ reported play quality were 
assessed through reports provided by mothers. The assessment of father and mother 
contributions to the attachment relationship appear to have been approached contrarily, with 
mothers‘ but not fathers‘ direct experiences sought. Furthermore, sourcing this highly objective 
experience for fathers through the subjective observations of mothers, could misrepresent 
fathers‘ attachment experiences or contribute  to an earlier notion created by Bowlby (1969) that 
postulates the primary importance of mothers when considering attachments and perceiving 
fathers as having a far less significant role (Ludolph, 2009). This research centres on the 
importance of sourcing the perspectives of father‘s directly, through interviews on the 
experiences of forming an attachment with their infants. 
 
1.5.1.3 SYNCHRONY  
Synchrony (Isabella & Belsky, 1991) is an attachment concept based on previous work 
(Ainsworth, 1979; Ainsworth et al., 1971, 1974; Belsky, Rovine and Taylor, 1984; Smith and 
Pederson, 1988) demonstrating that secure attachment relationships are fostered through 
attentive and appropriate mother interactions in response to infant signals. These interactions 
include well-timed, reciprocal, mutually rewarding exchanges that can be referred to as 
synchronous (Isabella & Belsky, 1991).  Alternatively, asynchronous interactions are 
characterised by minimal involvement, non-responsiveness, intrusiveness, or over-stimulating 






concept of synchrony has been used in a bio-behavioural model of parent-child interactions 
(Feldman, 2012) which considers observable synchronous interactions and hormonal responses. 
It may be the case the fathers participating in this research identify synchrony as a means through 
which they form an attachment to their infant. 
Contrary to popular conceptions, fathers are neither inept nor uninterested in interacting with 
their new-borns (Lamb, 2002). Lamb justifies this further with the example of how fathers when 
observed feeding their infant, responded to the infants cues with either social bids or by altering 
the pace of feeding.  The above example of synchrony between the father-infant relationship 
(Isabella & Belsky, 1991) combined with the parental skills fathers possess, suggests that a 
simplistic outlook towards father-infant attachments is not fully encompassing of the complexity 
of this relationship.  
Bowlby (1980) proposed that children learn fundamental rules of relating to others through 
reciprocity, synchrony and communication. This was referred to as an individual‘s Internal 
Working Model (IWM: Bowlby, 1980). IWM‘s lay the foundations for the approaches an infant 
will make to future social interactions; and whether they view the world as safe, threatening or 
confusing. It is believed that the formation of an IWM occurs through repeated interactions 
between infant and caregiver (Sroufe et al.,2005; Bowlby, 1980). Although IWM‘s are resistant 
to change (Palm, 2014), they are not immutable, and changes in an individual environment or 
new attachment relationships are most likely to re-formulate internal working models (Howes 






1.5.1.4 TIME SPENT WITH INFANTS  
There exists a lack of theoretical or empirical work linking the quantity of father involvement to 
the development of attachment relationships (Brown et al., 2007). However, research has stated 
that the frequency of parent-child interactions allows for the potential opportunity for the 
creation and maintenance of the parent-infant attachment relationship (Friedman & Boyle, 2008).  
When comparing mothers and fathers, mothers typically spend more time with their children 
(Parke, 2000), although fathers are becoming increasingly more involved (Pleck, 2010). Fathers 
have also been found to increase their involvement as their children become older (Gaertner, 
Spinard, Eisenberg, & Greving, 2007; Lamb, 2004). In addition, research has attempted to 
examine the direct association between paternal involvement and father-infant attachment, but 
mixed results have been produced.  For example, Caldera (2004) found that fathers who were 
more involved were more likely to experience secure-infant attachment relationships; while 
Brown et al. (2007) stated an association between parental involvement and father-infant 
attachment security, only when contributing factors were accounted for (e.g., parental quality). 
Collectively, these results suggest that there may be additional factors that assist in the 
relationship between father‘s involvement and infant- father attachment. This study hopes to 
explore the interactions and time spent by fathers with their infants. It will be interesting to 
explore the amount of time fathers report to spend with their infant, given mixed research on 







1.5.1.5 FATHERS REPRESENTATIONS OF INFANTS AND PRE-NATAL ATTACHMENT 
A cohort of research has focused on father‘s attachment representations of their infants. Hall et 
al. (2014) conducted a longitudinal study which included 189 fathers, examining whether 
father‘s early attachment representations of their infant predicted future quality of father-infant 
interaction. The researchers also investigated whether these representations were related to the 
infant's development. At six months the fathers were interviewed in their homes, and the 
interviews were then coded using the Working Model of Child Interview (WMCI) coding 
scheme. The WMCI is a semi-structured interview which focuses on the meaning a child has to 
the parent, and asks them about their experiences and perceptions of the child, parenting, and 
their relationship with the child (Hall et al., 2014). At twenty-four months the Peabody Picture 
Vocabulary Test (PPVT) was administered to the infant, and fathers‘ engagement in play with 
their infant for 15 minutes was analysed by using the National Institute of Child Health and 
Human Development (NICHD) coding scales. Results showed that fathers with ‗balanced,‘ as 
opposed to ‗disengaged‘ or ‗distorted‘, representations of their child displayed a higher quality of 
interactive behaviour with their infants. Also, infants of fathers with balanced representations 
obtained higher scores of cognitive development. It is noted however that the WMCI assessment 
was created in 1986 (Zeanah et al., 1986), and was produced for the assessment of infant-mother 
relationships. It may therefore not be applicable for assessment of fathers and the individual 
differences a father may attribute to his infant. Nevertheless, Hall et al.‘s (2014) study makes 
important recommendations for clinicians to increase their level of inclusion of fathers, due to 






problems in father-infant relationships can be identified very early in infancy, perhaps even 
during their partner‘s pregnancy. Early identification of father-infant relationship difficulties 
may be important in facilitating the development of a secure attachment. 
Condon et al. (2013) conducted a research study using data from the Australian First-Time 
Fathers Study (Condon, Boyce, & Corkindale, 2004) to investigate the relationship between a 
father‘s antenatal attachment to his foetus and his subsequent post-natal attachment to his infant 
at six and twelve months respectively. The battery of questionnaires (eleven in total) completed 
by fathers covered areas including: psychological symptoms, emotional wellbeing, partner 
relationship, attachment to foetus and infant, lifestyle variables, and trait measures (Condon et 
al., 2004). The findings suggested the importance of antenatal attachment, father emotional well-
being, quality of the couple relationship during pregnancy, and infants‘ temperament for 
subsequent outcomes. Additionally, a high continuity between attachment during the mother‘s 
pregnancy through to the first year was reported. This suggests that fathers do not solely form 
attachments from interaction with the neonate or infant (Condon et al., 2013). This also 
demonstrates that unilateral attachments between father and infants can be created during the 
mother‘s pregnancy. It is also suggested that attachments are formed during postpartum for 
fathers. However, there are contradictions in the literature in relation to this, for example, Palm 








1.5.1.6 INFANT GENDER AND TEMPERAMENT  
Another influence to father-infant attachment formation is the gender of the infant. Fathers and 
sons have been found to have different interaction styles and to develop synchrony more easily 
than fathers and daughters (Feldman, 2012). Fathers‘ tendency to be more stimulating and active 
has been suggested as more facilitative to the attention patterns and interaction needs of sons 
(Feldman, 2012). However as previously stated by Paquette & Dumon (2013) fathers show no 
notable differences in their engagement in active and stimulating RTP with sons or daughters. In 
a related field, the temperament traits of an infant are said to influence their attachments with 
fathers; with the behavioural tendencies of the infant seen as an important factor in achieving 
synchrony between father and infant (Wong, Magelsdorf, Brown, Neff, & Shoppe-Sullivan, 
2009).  
 
1.5.1.7 FATHER MENTAL HEALTH  
Condon et al. (2013) suggest a close inter-relationship between father attachment, mental health 
and partner relationship quality. This further highlights the need of recognising, and considering 
early intervention for, men‘s difficulties in any of these areas during their partner‘s pregnancy to 
facilitate the development of secure father-infant attachments. The association between father 
mental health and infant attachment was explored by Ramchandani et al. (2005). They found that 
sons of fathers who experienced depression at six weeks postpartum expressed higher levels of 






fathers. Furthermore, Paulson et al. (2006) found that depressed fathers engaged in less positive 
behaviours with their nine month old infants. When considering the positive influence fathers‘ 
sensitivity, responsiveness and affect have on father-infant attachment relations, the influence of 
father‘s wellbeing on the formation of these relations is not surprising. Father‘s experiences of 
considering their mental health will be explored in the current study due to its association with 
attachment. 
 
1.5.2 DISTAL FACTORS 
1.5.2.1 MATERNAL BARRIERS  
Research has shown mothers as reluctant to share the power and emotional significance of 
parenthood with their ‗mates‘ (Zeanah, 2012).  It seems that in addition to societal influences and 
forming attachments in more robust and playful indices, fathers may need to encourage mothers 
to relinquish the traditional role of childrearing, as this may affect the strength of the attachment 
relationships between father and infant (Zeanah, 2012). Additionally, these maternal barriers 
may affect the confidence, wellbeing, and capabilities the father experiences, impeding secure 
attachments from being formed. In line with the family attachment approach, literature has also 
identified the quality of the co-parenting relationship as an important factor in the development 
of the father-infant attachment (Brown et al., 2007). Brown, Cannon, Mangelsdorf, & 
Sokolowski (2008) describe the mother as a gatekeeper, who can invite and support fathers to be 






relationship. Brown et al.‘s (2008) study highlights further the complexity of the family system, 
and the challenges fathers may experience when forming attachments with their infants within 
the first year. This study hopes to explore father‘s experiences of forming attachments in light of 
the family system they operate within. 
 
1.5.2.2 THE CULTURAL CONTEXT  
Cultural context provides an important consideration when exploring attachment theory. 
Feldman (2012) has stated that culturally defined roles for fathers may influence the trajectory of 
the father-infant attachment relationship, however this area is not extensively researched (Palm, 
2014). 
Within Ireland, historical research has portrayed Irish fathers as emotionally distant from their 
children, authoritarian, punitive, and involved in negligible care of their infants (e.g., Scheper- 
Hughes, 1979). However, this portrayal of Irish fathers has long been seen as misrepresentation 
(e.g., Mckenna, 1979, Mackey & Day, 1979), as it has been suggested that the role of Irish 
fathers was in a state of transition, and that Irish fathers were more actively involved in early 
child care than was first thought. Nugent (1991) went on to support this hypothesis with his 
study involving forty-eight Irish fathers; and proclaimed that his sample were actively involved 
in the caretaking of their infants over the first year. Nugent (1991) labelled a quickly shifting 
social and economic time in Ireland, along with an increase of mothers‘ engagement in full time 






by Ralph (2016) would appear to have supported the continual active involvement of Irish 
fathers, stating that fathers undertake considerable levels of childcare in all caring domains 
including: solo, managerial, routine physical and especially recreational parenting. Ralph (2016) 
also postulated that mothers undertook more childcare than fathers. These cultural contexts 
provide an important background for the current study. Although the above research adds to the 
knowledge regarding Irish fathers‘ involvement in child care, there still exists a lack of 
knowledge on their experiences of forming attachment relationships with their infants. The 
current study hopes to address this deficiency. In criticism of this study however, the qualitative 
narratives used in Ralph‘s (2016) study were secondary interview data, and couple interviews in 
which mothers and fathers were interviewed together.  This approach may have led the 
researcher to miss out on first-hand information such as the relationship dynamics or nonverbal 
communication between interviewed couples (e.g., facial expressions, body language).  
Considering the importance of relationship harmony between mothers and fathers for the 
development of positive father-infant relationships (Van Ijzendoorn et al., 1999) it is argued that 
a true sense of this dynamic would not be experienced without first hand involvement in data 
collection. Additionally, the use of couple interviews may create a lack of open dialogue 
regarding fathers‘ experiences where their thoughts, feelings and perceptions are not fully 
captured (Bell et al., 2007). In order to safeguard against and to create an open space for fathers‘ 
reflections and narratives, the current research is conducting interviews solely with fathers.  
An area that impacts practically on fathers‘ involvement in infant care is paternity leave.  Nugent 






recognised in employment law for Irish fathers (http://www.citizensinformation.ie, 2016). 
Fathers are still required to take annual leave following the birth of their baby, at the discretion 
of the employer, in order to spend time with their new infant. However, steps are in place to 
increase father‘s time with infant and family post birth, as Irish fathers‘ will be entitled to two 
weeks paternity from September 2016 (http://www.citizensinformation.ie, 2016).  It is argued 
that long standing policies which lack father inclusion, have a debilitating impact, both 
externally, through reduced time, and internally, through the perception that they are not 
important, for early father-infant attachment relations. 
Culturally, the Nordic countries (Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden) form a 
perspective that offers extensive parental leave schemes to families, to facilitate engagement in 
parenting in more gender-equal ways (Brandth & Kvande, 2015). Although changes have been 
made over the decades, in 2014 the ‗father‘s quota‘ in Norway was 10 weeks.  Flexibility and 
choice are offered as the leave period can be divided, taken in various chunks over a three year 
period, and leave can be taken on a part-time basis alongside part-time work (Fougner, 2012). It 
was found that in 2006, ninety-six percent of fathers availed of their entire quota (Grambo & 
MyKlebo, 2009).  As evidenced by Premberg, Hellstrom and Berg et al.‘s (2008) research, the 
Nordic countries have perhaps set the gold standards for fathers‘ participation in childcare, and 
their gender-equal approaches appear to have a positive influence on father involvement. 
However, regardless of the flexibility and a more modern outlook on father research conducted 
between 1997-2001 (Brandth & Kvande, 2015, p.134), reports indicate that mothers in Nordic 






quota until after the infant was one year old. In this instance, the father was described as a 
‗virtual visitor‘ when they begin their leave. This may suggest that the first year of an infant‘s 
life is still viewed as a time for mother-infant relationships to grow, and that father-infant 
attachments are created further along the developmental time frame. It will be interesting to 
explore whether this opinion is expressed by fathers in this study. 
Culturally, socio-economic pressures may influence fathers‘ willingness to access paternity 
leave. It is also suggested that fathers are influenced by work-family harmony when creating 
attachment patterns (Belsky, 1999). In relation to this, family income (Nievar & Becker, 2008) 
has been labelled as a factor that influences stress and may limit parent sensitivity, affect parents‘ 
emotional regulation, and affect parents‘ skills to engage in enjoyable synchronous interactions 
and serve as a source of comfort. These factors also reinforce the importance of the family 
approach to attachment, as family income and parental stress are systemic matters that influence 
father-infant attachment. The current research is mindful of these influences and aims to capture 
the fathers‘ perceptions of the barriers they experience to forming attachments with their infants.  
 
1.6 FATHERS NARRATIVES OF THEIR EXPERIENCES 
There appears a lack of research exploring fathers‘ narratives of their attachment relationships 
with their infant in the first year.  However, some qualitative studies have explored father‘s more 
general experiences of being a father in the first year of their infant‘s life. Benzies, Magill-Evans, 






and gained insight into their unique experiences; which included feelings of uncertainty, 
exclusion and fearfulness. Additionally, Kowlessar, Fox and Wittkowski (2015) conducted a 
study in the UK exploring first time fathers‘ experiences of parenting within their infant‘s first 
year of life. Kowlessar et al. (2015) postulated that fathers appear to feel undervalued and 
unsupported before the birth of their child, despite apparent public awareness and socio-political 
changes appearing to increase the importance of a fathers‘ role. In addition, Kowlessar et al. 
(2015) shared a similar view with Condon et al. (2013), whom stated that fathers‘ mental health 
should be considered as a contributing factor to positive father-infant relations. Additionally, 
there has been research conducted in Sweden on the general experiences of becoming a father in 
the first year, where retrospective accounts of these experiences have been gained (Premberg et 
al., 2008). The key themes identified from the findings were: to be overwhelmed; to master the 
new situation; and to get a new completeness in life. Premberg et al. (2008) also highlighted the 
need for health professionals to be aware of fathers‘ needs and the impact gender-related factors 
may have on their professional support.  
A relevant metasynthesis of qualitative studies by Goodman (2005), focused on the experiences 
of fatherhood from the month an infant was born to twenty months later. The metasynthesis 
included data from countries such as the USA, Canada, Denmark and Australia, and found that 
new fathers experienced unrealistic expectations of fatherhood, which led to feelings of 
frustration, disappointment, helplessness and inadequacy. This in turn however, led fathers to 
make conscious decisions relating to the type of father role they wished to assume. Fathers 






strove to acquire the skills they felt necessary to achieve this. However, Goodman (2005) found 
that many fathers felt that they did not have a role model or any guidelines to follow that would 
help them to develop their roles as involved fathers (e.g., Barclay & Lupton, 1999). In addition, 
caregiving tasks such as breastfeeding, and whether mothers were facilitative or constraining 
determined the level of father‘s role development. It is noted however that some of the studies 
reviewed are dated, and that focusing on fathers of infants between the relatively large age range 
of zero to twenty months may cause difficulty when comparing fathers. Furthermore, qualitative 
research has had limited explanatory power in regard to understanding the developing father-
child relationship (Palm, 2014). 
Collectively these studies provide an insight into fathers‘ general experiences of becoming a 
father. However, fathers‘ experiences of forming attachments within their infants first year, and 
the narratives they use to outline these personal experiences are not captured. Nevertheless, some 
findings appear to explore areas which may present themselves as difficult to explore, such as the 
influence mothers have on the father-infant attachment relationship. Although the current study 
hopes to add to the relevant literature on father-infant attachments, Fletcher (2011) feels that 
there exists already an amount of knowledge to guide fathers of the twenty-first century. He 
states that fathers do not need to wait for the research to guide them on their parenting role, and 
that ―every dad is a researcher with his own baby,‖ (Fletcher, 2011, p. 47). Finally, as recent as 
2014, researchers were still highlighting what is not understood about the father-infant 






need to acknowledge that fathering occurs in a network of relationships that span a life time and 
can only be supported when we put into place the relevant structures and policies‖. 
 
1.7 RESEARCH AIMS AND QUESTION 
As illustrated, there exists a considerable amount of research on attachment theory. The initial 
focus of much of this research was on mother-infant attachment relationships. However, more 
recently researchers have begun to shift their focus to the father-infant attachment relationship 
leading to the identification of new insights into this dyad.  Assessing the father-infant 
attachment has proven challenging where maternally designed measures have been used, and 
alternative measures have been created.  
Research suggests that a secure father infant relationship is related positively to child outcomes, 
and that the dyadic relationship is influenced by a multitude of factors, both proximal and distal. 
Although many aspects of the relationship are proposed, there still remains ambivalence in the 
literature surrounding the nature and processes of the father-infant attachment. Due to the 
abundance of factors contributing to this relationship, there is a call for the use of a family 
attachment approach when understanding this concept. A closer look at the father-infant 
attachment relationship reveals a lack of empirical research focusing on the experiences of 
fathers forming attachments to their infants, within the first year.  
Considering the above literature, Caldera (2004) and Brown et al. (2007) both acknowledge the 






equally share ambivalence regarding the importance of the quantity or quality of father 
involvement.  Further to this, Condon et al. (2013) identified the potential experience of a 
unilateral attachment to their infants prenatally when they cannot yet receive feedback from the 
child; whereas Palm (2014) describes only a two way reciprocal interaction as a father-infant 
attachment relationship. The first year of an infant‘s life is seen as an important time requiring 
research as fathers have expressed early infancy as a challenging period (Goodman, 2005). 
However, qualitative research still has had limited explanatory power in regard to understanding 
the developing father-child relationship in the first year (Palm, 2014) hence, the need for more 
research on this topic. These discrepancies and lack of clarity surrounding father attachment 
experiences further support the aims and research question of the current study.  
The present study proposes to address the dearth of literature on fathers‘ narratives of their 
attachments to their infants. As illustrated the existing literature states that attachment 
relationships begin within the first year, but fathers‘ perceptions of that attachment are not clear. 
The present study aims to further illustrate the various factors involved in the father-infant 
attachment; potentially providing clinically relevant implications and foundations for 
understanding and encouraging this complex relationship.  
With this in mind a broad research question was developed to capture all aspects of the father‘s 
attachment to his infant, namely:  
 What are fathers‘ experiences of forming attachment relationships to their infants, within 






CHAPTER 2: METHODOLOGY 
 
2.1 CHAPTER INTRODUCTION 
This chapter firstly highlights the rationale for using a qualitative approach, followed by a 
description of Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis. Then, information regarding the 
participants is provided, along with the procedures which were implemented, and ethical 
considerations of this research. The analysis of the study is then presented, whilst reliability and 
validity are discussed.   
 
2.2 RATIONALE FOR METHODOLOGY  
The current study implemented a qualitative research design. As the researcher‘s question was 
interested in gaining insight into experiences; in particular fathers‘ experiences of forming 
attachment relationships with their infants within the first year of life. A qualitative approach 
was deemed as appropriate for this question.  Furthermore, the methodology was influenced by 
the lack of qualitative literature focusing on fathers‘ experiences of forming attachments with 
their infants. Although previous literature (e.g., Kowlessar et al., 2015) has captured men‘s 
general experiences of becoming fathers, specific narratives exploring attachment relationships 






Quantitative research fundamentally focuses on inferring evidence for a theory, through the 
measurement of variables, whilst producing numeric outcomes (Field, 2010). In contrast, 
qualitative research adopts an alternative epistemological perspective; one that focuses on 
meaning and exploration of how individuals make sense of their world and the phenomenon 
under the research spotlight. With this in mind, qualitative researchers are less concerned with 
the causal relationships that lead to an outcome, but are more focused on the quality of 
experience (Grix, 2010).  
Although quantitative approaches have been used to add to the research regarding fathers (e.g. 
Grossman et al., 2002) this approach may not truly capture the participant‘s subjective 
experiences, and may miss the complexities of their interactions. As the researcher was 
interested in exploring, describing and interpreting the personal and social experiences of the 
fathers in the study, a qualitative methodology was selected (Smith, 2008).    
 
2.3 INTERPRETIVE PHENOMENOLOGICAL ANALYSIS (IPA) 
  
A number of alternative qualitative research methods were considered for the current study. 
However, IPA (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009) was selected as the analysis method due to the 
following reasons. Firstly, and arguably most importantly, the research question focused on 
father‘s experiences. Methods such as grounded theory offer potential ways of examining 






suited to differing research questions (e.g., is attachment theory the most appropriate theory to 
capture the father-infant relationship?) Additionally, grounded theory could assist in gaining 
insight into fathers‘ experiences of forming attachments to their infants (e.g., how do fathers 
form an attachment to their infants?), but the development of formal theory in relation to how 
fathers form attachments to infants was not the goal of this research. In addition, this study did 
not aim to form or consistently search for theoretical links in the data, which would be associated 
with a grounded theory approach (Giles, 2002).    
Discourse analysis was also considered initially, to gain insight into the use of and types of 
language that fathers use to describe their attachment experiences. However, this approach did 
not appear to match the research question, and may have led the researcher to miss important 
verbal and nonverbal communication. Additionally, the researcher was more interested in 
exploring individual fathers‘ experiences of the phenomenon of forming attachment 
relationships, which potentially lends itself to a more phenomenological approach. Researchers 
that have focused on the relationship between father and infant (e.g., Bornstein, Arterberry, & 
Lamb., 2013) highlighted the potential complexity of these experiences. In this regard a 
phenomenological approach allowed for greater insight to be gained through individual 
experiences.  
As a method, IPA draws on phenomenological and interpretative processes to help understand 
and uncover the meaning of the phenomenon from the participant‘s perspective within their 






the subjective examination of experiences and consciousness; in particular the areas of thought, 
perception, memory and action (Smith, 2013). Additionally, an IPA approach requires a strong 
emphasis to be placed on engagement in the process of dual hermeneutics (Smith et al., 2009); 
whereby the interviewer attempts to make sense of the participant‘s internal world, as the 
participant is making sense of their world at the same time (Smith & Osborn, 2007). IPA 
recognises that the researcher does not have direct access to the participant‘s ‗inner world‘ but 
nevertheless attempts to access their perspective (Smith et al., 2009).  This dynamic process 
creates an active role for the researcher which influences the extent to which they get access to 
the participants‘ experiences and how, through interpretative activity, they make sense of the 
participants‘ meaning making (Smith & Osborn, 2008). Additionally, IPA combines ideas from 
phenomenology and hermeneutics resulting in a method which is both descriptive because it is concerned 
with how things appear and letting things speak for themselves, and interpretative as it recognises there is 
no such thing as an uninterpreted phenomenon. 
IPA also endeavours to gain a sense of depth and detail in the analysis, and this idiographic 
stance refers to a researcher‘s focus on the ‗particular‘ (Smith et al., 2009). Additionally, it was 
unknown whether the fathers would potentially experience difficulties engaging in narratives 
around their attachment relationships. IPA appeared to account for this by allowing the 
researcher to interpret their emotional wellbeing from their narratives. Furthermore, IPA assigns 
itself to further understanding the experiential phenomena from the perspective of the individual, 








Participants were recruited through a number of phases and differing approaches as outlined in 
the following paragraphs. In total, ten fathers who met the inclusion criteria were invited to take 
part in an interview. Criteria required participants to be fathers with an infant under the age of 
twelve months and who currently lived in the Republic of Ireland. The recruitment phases along 
with participant demographics are outlined below. 
2.4.1 RECRUITMENT PHASE 1 
Initial attempts at recruiting fathers were carried out through the pregnancy and parenting 
website named Rollercoster.ie. A brief synopsis of the research study and its aims were uploaded 
to a number of discussion forums on the website (e.g., New Mother forums). During this time 
period, the ‗Just for Dads‘ discussion group had been removed from the website due to 
inactivity, therefore it was not possible to utilise this discussion group thereafter. In addition, the 
website advertised the same recruitment information on their Facebook page. The researcher was 
contacted shortly after the recruitment process had begun, and was informed that over 200 views 
had been recorded relating to the study. However, these viewings did not translate into direct 
contact from fathers, and the recruitment process experienced its first set back, leading to an 









2.4.2 RECRUITMENT PHASE 2  
The second stage of recruitment took place after ethical approval was received in relation to 
changes to the initial recruitment procedure. During this phase, the organisers of baby groups in 
local areas were directly contacted by the researcher over telephone. The group‘s coordinators 
distributed information sheets (see Appendix A) at their weekly meetings, and parents were 
advised to contact the researcher if they were interested in participating. Although it was 
predominantly mothers who attended the groups, the organisers were optimistic that some fathers 
would take part in the study when their partners presented them with the information document. 
Unfortunately, after persisting with this recruitment approach for a period of six weeks, no 
fathers came forward to participate.  
 
2.4.3 RECRUITMENT PHASE 3 
The ethical committee received its second chair persons‘ form, relating directly to another 
amendment to the recruitment of fathers. During this phase approval was granted for crèches in 
the local area to be contacted by the researcher. The researcher arranged a face to face meeting 
with the managers of the crèches, and each manager stated that they would disseminate the 
information directly to the fathers that attended their crèches who met the criteria of having an 
infant under the age of one. This approach resulted in the identification of a number of fathers 






A number of fathers that were affiliated with the crèches directly emailed the researcher stating 
their interest in participating having received the information document. Additionally, one 
manager provided the researcher with contact details of the fathers who had given their verbal 
consent to be contacted when informed of the study. Finally, each father was asked by the 
managers and the researcher to disseminate the information sheet to any fathers that they were 
aware of that met the criteria. This snowball sampling approach is created when the researcher 
accesses participants through contact information that is provided by other participants; in 
essence the process is repetitive (Noy, 2008). Hence the evolving ‗snowball‘ effect, encapsulated 
in a metaphor that touches on the central quality of this sampling procedure: it‘s accumulative 
(diachronic and dynamic) dimension (Noy, 2008). As a direct result of this approach, the 
research study was provided with the remaining participants. 
 
2.4.4 DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION 
Altogether ten fathers participated in the research study. There was a mixture of first time fathers 
(6) and fathers who had previously experienced becoming a father (4). Each father was in a 
heterosexual relationship and lived with their partner, was in full time employment and had an 
infant under the age of 1 year. The ages of the father‘s infants ranged from 5 weeks to 11 
months, and the ages of the fathers ranged from 29-44. The majority of fathers (8) were born and 






Africa. Furthermore, the fathers resided across the Republic of Ireland and many counties were 
represented in the sample.  
Table 1: Father Pseudonyms, infant age and gender, and father status. 




Brian 4 month Boy Yes 
Jonah 7 month Girl Yes 
Bob 10 month Girl Yes 
Winston 6 month Girl Yes 
Fred 5 weeks Boy No 
Jason 7 month Girl No 
David 4 month Girl Yes 
Matthew 10 month Boy No 
Johnny 11month Boy Yes  







2.5 INTERVIEW SCHEDULE   
The current study implemented the use of a series of semi-structured interviews with fathers. An 
interview schedule (see Appendix B) was developed by the researcher prior to the data collection 
process taking place. Additionally, the interview schedule was constructed in accordance with 
the recommendations of Smith et al. (2009) and was influenced by the broader research question 
of fathers‘ experiences of forming attachments to their infants. Structured interviews were 
considered but were deemed inappropriate for this research as the strict rules assigned to the 
interview (e.g., less flexible interview schedules which may reduce prompts and spontaneous 
questioning) would not fit a flexible data collection instrument required for this study. 
Additionally, participants may not be able to fully express the meaning behind their experiences 
if a strict schedule was followed.  
The interview questions initially followed a descriptive style in relation to becoming a father 
(e.g., could you describe what the birth of your baby was like for you?), and developed into a 
more in-depth narrative with evaluative questions on attachments with their infants (e.g., when 
do you feel closest to your child?) The aim of the schedule was to provide the fathers with an 
opportunity to explore their experiences whilst reflecting more specifically on their attachments 
to their infants. Moreover, the interview aimed to identify factors that facilitate or debilitate this 
process. Research on attachment theory and fathers (e.g., Bowlby, 1969 & Lamb 2004), and 
research on the role of fathers in society (e.g. Brown et al, 2007) was referenced to develop the 
interview schedule over a number of meetings with the researcher and the clinical supervisor. 






was developed through consideration of research by Brown et al ( 2007) to explore the types of 
interactions the fathers were engaging in within their households; while questions such as ―When 
do you feel closest to your child‖ were influenced by research such as  that by Grossmann et al 
(2002) to explore what brought the fathers close to their infants ( e.g., during interactive play 
activities, nurturing interactions or both). With this research in mind, interview questions were 
designed to access information on the developing relationship between fathers and infants. The 
approach taken allowed the researcher to not be dictated by the schedule, but created an approach 
where modifications to the questions in light of participants‘ responses could take place (Smith, 
2008). The schedule was reviewed and refined by the academic supervisor prior to the interviews 
taking place. 
 
2.6 PROCEDURE   
Prospective participants were initially informed of the study by the managers of the crèches, and 
by means of an information sheet which was disseminated to them (see Appendix A). Once 
participants had expressed an interest in taking part and contact had been made between the 
researcher and participant by email or telephone call, a time and place was arranged for the 
interview to take place. These participants were encouraged to advertise the research study to 
other potential fathers that met the inclusion criteria, and to contact the lead researcher. 
Before each interview took place, participants engaged in a brief telephone conversation or 






Interviews took place in a variety of settings (e.g., academic offices, participants‘ homes, coffee 
shops, places of work), on occasions meeting their children, partners and even pets. A variety of 
settings were used due to the work commitments of fathers, as well as convenience to their place 
of work or home. The researcher was aware that the setting for some interviews (e.g. coffee 
shops and homes) may have had a negative impact on the level of openness the fathers felt 
comfortable expressing. However, the settings did not appear to impact on the fathers‘ 
willingness to engage in open exploration of their experiences. The researcher also spent 
additional time establishing a strong rapport before, during and after the interviews were 
complete, in order to counteract any negative impact of the interview setting.  It was decided that 
a high level of flexibility was essential to carrying out the data collection process; the researcher 
was highly aware of fitting in to the participant‘s schedule, and without it a large majority of 
participants may not have taken part.  
A pilot interview was conducted with a father who provided retrospective answers to questions 
regarding his two children, prior to the interviews taking place. This process allowed the 
researcher to make changes to the interview procedure including: refining and altering the pace 
of the questions; reducing the total number of questions due to similarities; and reduction of 
researcher verbalizations (e.g. ―yes‖, ―ok‖) as this may have stopped the flow of participants 
responses. 
First and foremost, the researcher strove to build a level of rapport with each participant, 






the interview commencing. The researcher then explained the purpose of the consent form 
document (see Appendix C) and time was provided for each participant to read this before being 
signed. Finally, the researcher allocated time for follow up questions once the interview was 
complete, and also checked in with each participant regarding their wellbeing. 
Each interview was audio recorded using a Sony Dictaphone. Additionally, a backup Dictaphone 
was utilised throughout the interview process. This process allowed for further engagement in 
rapport building as the researcher was reassured that the data was being recorded. Once each 
interview was complete the data was uploaded to the researcher‘s HP laptop, whilst the 
recordings were deleted from both devices. Utilising Olympus DSS Player software and 
Windows Media Player software, interviews were transcribed verbatim by the researcher. Table 
2 lists the timings of each interview; on average the interviews lasted one hour and eight 
minutes.   
Table 2: Duration of Interviews 
Fathers Length of 
interview 
Brian 1hr 33 min 
Jonah 51 min 






Winston 1hr 12 min 
Fred 1hr 4 min 
Jason 1hr 15 min 
David 1hr 11 min 
Matthew 50 min 
Johnny 45 min 
Sean 1hr 16 min 
 
Reflective field notes were kept throughout the research process. These notes assisted in bringing 
together any other useful information for the project whilst allowing the researcher to reflect on 
the emotional reactions and thoughts experienced whilst conducting the interviews. 
Each father was contacted individually by telephone and provided feedback on the findings of 
the study following the write up of the results. They were provided with a copy of the written 









2.7 ETHICAL ISSUES 
Ethical approval was granted by the Faculty of Education and Health Sciences Research Ethics 
Committee at the University of Limerick. This process helped the researcher to consider relevant 
ethical issues and was guided by the Psychological Society of Ireland‘s (2011) code of 
professional ethics. As the participants were not deemed to be a vulnerable population, all ethical 
procedures were believed to be adhered to throughout the study, and no further ethical approval 
was required. Informed consent was sought by potential participants being provided with an 
information sheet. Those who agreed to partake in an interview were presented with a consent 
form (see Appendix C). The consent form reiterated the appropriate information and detailed 
how participants could withdraw from the research at any time. Additionally, other ethical 
considerations addressed included: issues relating to the limitations of confidentiality; risk to 
participants and the researcher; and the maintenance of strict anonymity at all times (e.g., 
pseudonyms to be used in place of participant‘s names) whilst all identifiers would be removed 
from the data. In light of the interview process taking place in a variety of environments, the 
researcher‘s academic supervisor was contacted immediately after each interview to confirm 
researcher and participant safety. Furthermore, interview recordings were held by the lead 
researcher and not shared with the other investigators. The laptop used was password protected 
and known only by the researcher. For greater levels of confidentiality, excerpts of the 







2.8 DATA ANALYSIS 
The analysis followed an idiographic manner, and involved stages of refining which are 
comparable to peeling away layers of an onion until the true nature of the phenomenon is 
revealed (Husserl, 1960). As a guide the researcher followed and adapted the procedures outlined 
by Smith et al (2009) when engaging in IPA analysis. There were three columns used during the 
analysis; the left contained space for emergent themes, the middle contained the original 
transcribed text and the right contained space for exploratory comments. The comments included 
descriptive, linguistic and conceptual records. The following stages were implemented during the 
analysis process:  
(1) Field notes: These were produced immediately after each interview took place and consisted 
of observations of each participant‘s non-verbal communication. Clinical judgement was used 
relating to the emotional wellbeing of each participant during interviews. It was deemed more 
appropriate to complete these notes once the interview was complete, so that each participant 
was provided with the researcher‘s full attention. Additionally, personal thoughts and ideas were 
generated and used to assist in interpretations at a later stage of the process. 
(2) Familiarisation with the transcripts: The audio-recorded interviews were then transcribed 
verbatim by the researcher, which allowed for greater familiarity with the data. The transcripts 
were read and re-read on a number of occasions, further adding to the researcher‘s awareness of 
the data, whilst a greater sense of the content was being built. This process helped the researcher 






 (3) Initial coding: Free textual analysis occurs where the researcher identifies and comments on 
unties of meaning in the text. Common clusters are then developed. Whilst exploratory 
comments including: descriptive, linguistic and conceptual comments, begin to take shape.   
(4) Interpretive Coding: During this stage a deeper analysis takes places where the researcher 
applies psychological concepts and altering interpretive lenses to the data.   
(5) Identification of emergent themes: This stage sees the development of broad categories or 
emergent themes based on the researcher‘s thoughts and comments from the interview sections. 
In a facilitative capacity, the field notes at this stage played an important role in cross-
referencing participants‘ verbal and non-verbal communication with emerging concepts, to 
convey the meaning of their narratives.  
(6) Identification of subordinate themes: Through reflection of the analysis connections were 
made, whereby the relationship between themes was explored and connections were sought 
through interpretation of the essential meanings of the themes. This led to emergent themes 
becoming subordinate themes for each interview transcript. Each interview was analysed and 
coded before moving on to the next interview.  
(7) Identification of superordinate themes: The subordinate themes were then clustered together 
to produce a hierarchical structure of superordinate themes. The superordinate themes formed 
conceptual umbrellas which attempted to capture the essence of the subordinate themes. They 






emergent themes were discarded as they were not considered under the abstraction process and 
were deemed to be less relevant to be included in the write up.   
It was decided that the approach of formulating subordinate and superordinate themes created an 
in depth exploration of the data, and produced a detailed description of the participants‘ 
experiences. These unique, and at times shared experiences appear to have captured the meaning 
of the phenomenon under investigation which were perceived by the participants and interpreted 
by the researcher.  In addition, Smith et al (2009) advocate a creative approach when managing 
the analysis of interview data. Hence the use of practical and visual aids such as the ‗analysis 
table‘, along with Microsoft Word (see Appendix F for examples)  
 
2.9 RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY CONSIDERATIONS 
Reliability is associated with the consistency of a study, whereby it could be replicated at a 
different time point whilst yielding similar findings, whereas validity refers to whether a study 
investigates what it sets out to explore. These concepts are paramount to a quantitative research 
design, which tends to be numerical in nature. However, qualitative data with its emphasis on the 
in-depth exploration of participants‘ experiences provide challenges to statistical analysis.  
Nevertheless, qualitative research is concerned with confirmability, whereby a study‘s results 
can be confirmed by another. To support the analysis process and to aid its accuracy, the 
researcher liaised with another Psychologist in Clinical Training to engage in inter-rater 






identified the emerging themes and conceptual ideas before the sharing of transcripts. 
Additionally the researcher asked their colleague to also develop a coding system to ascertain 
whether there was a broad consensus regarding the themes which emerged. Although not word 
for word, the results of this process were that the colleague‘s analysis of the transcripts were 
conceptually similar.  
In relation to validity, the researcher was less strict as IPA adopts a more creative and open 
approach.  However, Yardley (2000, 2008) states four criteria regarding validity in qualitative 
research; ‗sensitivity to context‘, ‗commitment and rigor‘, ‗transparency and coherence‘ and 
‗impact and importance‘. It was felt that all of the above criteria were applied during the research 
process.   
In light of the above points, and to ensure sensitivity to context an IPA approach was chosen as 
its phenomenological foundation offered appropriate means of accessing insight into fathers‘ 
experiences of forming attachments to their infants. Additionally, the semi-structured interview 
design created a space where fathers could explore potentially sensitive topics. Secondly, 
commitment and rigor were upheld by referring to Smith et al.‘s (2009) guidance on how to plan, 
collect and analyse the data through an IPA research lens. Thirdly the researcher strove to 
maintain transparency and coherence by detailing the research process in the study, along with 
the inclusion of personal reflections and the use of appendices. Finally, the researcher believes 






will have an ‗impact‘ and contribute to current literature, whilst the term ‗importance‘ lies with 
valuable information which may affect clinical settings. 
2.10 REFLEXIVITY 
 
I found the topic of attachment relationships and fathers particularly interesting given my 
experience working as an assistant psychologist in child mental health services, where I worked 
with a number of fathers. At the time what interested me the most was the positive impact a 
father‘s attachment relationship appeared to have on their child‘s life, but more commonly the 
absence of fathers‘ and the observed negative impact this had on children‘s development. My 
ongoing training in clinical psychology sparked an interest in fathers‘ perspectives of their 
attachment relationships to their infant children. In particular I felt it was important that fathers‘ 
experiences of attachment relations be explored as they appeared to play a significant role in the 
development of positive relationships with children and families. 
Overall, I felt the interviews provided the required amount of depth on fathers‘ experiences of 
forming relationships with their infants. I also feel new insights and variations in individual 
experiences were captured and explored. However the length of most interviews exceeded what was 
predicted (e.g. 45 minutes).  Although the duration of most IPA interviews is said to be one hour or 
longer (Pietkiewicz & Smith 2012); nevertheless I may have underestimated the time needed to gain 






amounts of data, I feel it provided an overall appreciation and context to the father-infant attachment 
relationship.   
There were elements of the process that presented some difficulties. I found the IPA approach 
challenging to implement in relation to the depth and detail required during the coding process. 
However, once acclimatised to the process I found IPA rewarding in terms of its ability to bring one 
closer to the data and the participants‘ experiences.   
I was also mindful that I was not a father, and being a researcher without personal experience of the 
phenomenon in question may have created barriers during the data collection process, for example: 
fathers may have withheld information regarding their experiences as they felt uncomfortable 
expressing their views to someone without a similar lived experience. However this did not appear to 
be a factor during the interview process and I felt each father engaged in open dialogue. I feel not 
having the experience of becoming a father added to my curiosity and interest in the fathers‘ 
individual experiences; whilst my lack of predisposed personal experiences surrounding fatherhood, 
allowed me to ask leading questions which required the fathers to at times elaborate further on their 
experiences. With a personal experience of fatherhood I may have at times unknowingly led fathers 
responses in accordance with my own experience, or prematurely stopped the fathers‘ from reflecting 
on their experiences (e.g. stating ―oh I know exactly what you mean‖) which may have impacted 








CHAPTER 3: RESULTS 
 
“It‟s just amazing, and again you can‟t explain to someone or you can‟t describe it you literally 
have to go through it yourself to understand what it is because she is a part of you and she just 
loves you so much, so full of goodness and everything. And there is nothing nicer”. (Bob, P15) 
3.1 CHAPTER INTRODUCTION  
After several months spent reading, coding and collating the interview data, a number of themes 
emerged from the 10 interviews. This chapter presents the superordinate and subordinate themes, 
whilst summarising the related findings and providing an interpretation of the data in each 
theme. To add clarity to participant quotes three full stops were used to denote the removal of 
text, while the infant‘s age (in months) was also included with each quote to provide greater 
context. Additionally, it was deemed appropriate to use, at times, substantial extracts from the 
fathers‘ narratives to support and demonstrate the depth of their experiences. On occasions 
‗thought boxes‘ were used to reflect the researcher‘s thoughts and reactions to sections of results.  
 
3.2 OVERVIEW OF THE SUPERORDINATE THEMES  
The superordinate themes which emerged from the data are presented in table 4.1. The first 
theme named ‗The power of reciprocal interactions‟ reflects fathers‘ experiences of perceived 
moments of connection with their infant; and how the presence or lack of these interactions can 






of an evolving attachment relationship. The second theme entitled ‗Engagement and distancing 
from caregiving‘ encompasses father‘s experience of moments when they both actively engaged 
in caregiving and contrariwise, times of distancing, when developing an attachment with their 
infant. The experience of feeding as a barrier or a facilitator to forming an attachment is also 
discussed. ‗Sense of inclusion in the parenting process‘ encompasses the third theme. This 
captures fathers‘ sense of professional inclusion in infant health care appointments; their 
experience of health care professionals reference to the fathers‘ wellbeing; and how these 
experiences create a context that may have influence in the formation of infant attachment 
relationships. Finally, the theme of ‗A changing father‟ explores: fathers‘ sense of generational 
changes; fathers‘ engagement in paternity leave; and their awareness of attachment terminology. 
These concerns are considered in light of the context they create in which fathers experience 















Table 4.1 Summary of Superordinate and Subordinate Themes 
 
Superordinate Themes  Subordinate Themes 
 
The Power of Reciprocal Interactions  
 
 
Moments of Connection/Dis-Connection 
An Evolving Attachment  
 





Active Role in Caregiving  
Distancing from Caregiving  
Feeding as a Barrier/Facilitator 
 
Sense of Inclusion in Parenting Process  
 
Infant Health Care Appointments 




A Changing Father  
 
“I show them my love more”(Matthew, P.18) (Generational 
Changes) 
Paternity Leave Engagement  







3.3 SUPERORDINATE THEME: THE POWER OF RECIPROCAL INTERACTIONS  
Throughout the interview data each father made reference to their experiencing reciprocal 
interactions with their infant, and the perceived power these interactions created for father-infant 
attachment relationships emerged from the data. This theme details these individual interactions, 
the stages when they are noticed to be absent, and how these interactions provide a sense of an 
evolving attachment dyad between father-infant.    
 
 
3.3.1 MOMENTS OF CONNECTION/DIS-CONNECTION 
“I certainly do play with him and you know... give him a little bit of rough and tumble. 
And he loves it you know, throwing him up in the air and just play with the ball with 
him”. (Sean, P.6; 11 months) 
 
This narrative by Sean was used to demonstrate the fathers‘ sense of connection and relationship 
building through interactive play engagement, and the importance of the father‘s perception that 
their infant was valuing the interaction. The term ―play‖ was referenced by each father in this 
study, and there was a strong sense that play-based interactions were facilitative in creating 







I remember being 
slightly surprised at 
how open the fathers 
were when providing 
these quotes. They 
lacked inhibitions 
when reflecting on 
the love that they felt 
for their infant.  
 
A consistency was apparent across interviews in relation to the importance for fathers to perceive 
reciprocal and enjoyable interactions during the formation of their relationships with their 
infants:  
“... like I love him immeasurably. But the fact that he then kind of reciprocates that, 
however he can at 4 months old, you know that when I walk through that door he smiles 
as soon as he sees me, you get that big smile that is a huge thing”. (Brian, P18; 4 
months)  
 
“... and you go in and they‟re not really crying they‟re just awake and they look up and 
it‟s a big smile and giggle and everything and it‟s just brilliant... Do you know to see a 
smiling child, and all they have is goodness and love for you”. (Bob, P11; 10 months)  
 
“Massive happiness like. You could of had a shit day at work and you come around the 
corner and this big smile is there to meet you, and it is very easy to forget about the 
day you have had like, you know?”. (Johnny, P4; 11 months).  
 
The experience of seeing their infants mirror their smile was an interaction that 
appeared to have positive outcomes for fathers‘ sense of connection with their 
infant. The types of interactions detailed in this theme appear akin to the well-
timed, reciprocal, mutually rewarding exchanges which can be referred to as 






―Happiness”, further added to the interpretation that these experiences are powerful for fathers, 
and may serve as feedback for fathers to indicate that they have created an early attachment 
relationship with their infant. Additionally, Johnny‘s quote provides a sense that the father-infant 
relationship acts as a positive buffer for his mental wellbeing, whilst Brian‘s quote suggests that 
his infant‘s reciprocal abilities may provide feedback that he is providing appropriate 
synchronous responses to meet his infant‘s needs. 
 
David provides further insight into his experiences of early connections with his infant and the 
perceived importance he places on them:  
 
―so now I have this little thing when I am like “what‟s that face what‟s that face” and she 
will always respond to it now… it‟s those little moments... It‟s very very intense, you 
know, It‟s eye contact, it‟s facial movements and smiles and you know it‟s very cerebral 
really” (David, P.10; 4 months) 
 
Here David discusses the ―very intense‖ reciprocal interactions that he encounters with his infant, 
where verbal and non-verbal communication signifies to him that these moments are the 
foundation of connectedness. As previously interpreted from Brian‘s quote, David‘s sense of his 
infant‘s responses appear to provide important feedback to signify he is ―doing the right thing‖ 







“And they are special as well, I mean it‟s encouraging for you as a new dad, not having 
done this before…she is happy and she loves getting the good emotion... that makes you 
happy... you are happy that you feel like you are doing the right thing. You know that you 
are maybe adjusting well to being a father. You take a lot from it”. (David, P.10; 4 
months).  
 
As a first time father, David may assign increased significance to his experiences of moments of 
connection and synchrony with his infant.  A sense of positive wellbeing is experienced by 
David, in addition to a perceived level of attachment, which increases his confidence in being a 
successful ―father.‖  
 
Evoking a positive reaction from their infants whilst dedicating time to create these responses 
was something that many fathers acknowledged: 
 
“...she is in your arms and when she hugs you and she grabs your jumper with both of 
her fists and she puts her head down into you... yeah I feel very close to her then... when 
we‟re inside singing in the bathroom, as crazy as that sounds, I wouldn‟t tell many 
people about that... yeah it‟s something just for us and she‟d be laughing and gargling 








―…we have a bond that way, and she gets excited and smiles and laughs when she sees 
me... which is great because you know I think that‟s because I work beside home and I 
see a lot of her” (Bob, P8; 10 months) 
 
“Because it is all about time it‟s all about the time you can spend face to face with the 
kid, and I find myself kissing him constantly you know. His fat cheeks, right there, you 
know you could just bite it... without that time it would be very hard to form a bond”. 
(Brian, P. 20; 4 months) 
 
Developing an attachment relationship between father-infant was perceived to have links to the 
amount time that fathers could commit to the relationship. Jonah expressed the closeness he 
experienced to his infant during affectionate sharing times, as well as personal ―just for us‖ 
activities. With an additional interpretation of Jonah‘s quote, it was clear that discussing 
attachment building moments for him was not something that he was familiar with and may not 
discuss with others. Bob and Brian in particular described a strong sense of having an early bond 
with their infants, and contribute this relationship to the time afforded to it. 
 
In contrast, a number of fathers expressed a sense of disconnection or asynchrony with their 
child during early infancy. These experiences appear to have hindered their awareness of an 







“There is not much that you get back really because there is not much really happening, 
the baby doesn‟t give you any... there is no reaction” (Matthew, P15; 10 months) 
 
“It‟s just eat sleep you know, change the nappies. That kind of thing, it‟s nearly like 
nothing special is really happening but you‟re just going through the motions of just 
looking after her (Winston, P.16; 6 months)  
 
―...the baby has a need, he‟s not giving anything back to me he‟s not giving anything back 
to me. I don‟t feel it...‖ (Fred, P.32; 5 weeks)  
 
These quotes appear to lack a sense of synchrony between father and infant. With a lack of 
visible feedback for fathers from their infant interactions, they may perceive this as period of 
development where attachments are not formed. The above fathers may equate attachment 
behaviour as occurring at times when they receive clear signals that the infant knows who they 
are. These quotes demonstrate a need for reciprocal interactions and the sense of disconnection 
and asynchrony that early infant interaction can elicit.  
 
3.3.2 AN EVOLVING ATTACHMENT  
Although each father‘s experiences of forming an attachment relationship with their infant 
demonstrated some sense of an evolving nature, at times fathers differed on when they 






Johnny and David 
were both first time 
fathers and I recall 
finishing their 
interviews and 
thinking “wow, I 
hope I have that 
feeling when I 
become a father”.  
develop in time. David and Johnny illustrate the experience of acknowledging the development 
of an attachment in very early infancy: 
 
“Oh I think the bond was formed the minute I was handed him in the hospital. I think 
definitely”. (Johnny, P .6; 11 months)  
 
“The moment when we were on our own, absolutely yeah. It was nice because 
you felt like you got something back. She, you know, rubbing her cheek, she 
responded to it, so you felt there was a connection. It was tangible in that 
sense...” (David, P. 4; 4 months)  
 
During the interview process the experiences of Johnny and David were comparable in that they 
had both been required to assume an immediate caregiving role with their infants post birth, due 
to their partner‘s ill health. This very early time afforded to connect and engage in one-to-one 
interactions, may have enhanced their attachment formations.   
 
Many fathers however did not share this early connection, and instead demonstrated the 







“But when she starts walking, when she starts talking I‟ll be doing more with her. The 
first 12 months it‟s hard to do things with her, I find it hard to do one-to-one things with 
her”. (Bob, P.20; 10 months) 
 
“You get to enjoy him more now because he is crawling now and he is beginning to walk, 
he is getting a few words...” (Johnny, P.3; 11 months)  
 
“So yeah I suppose you kind of feel that there is a connection there now. And that she 
actually wants you around, and wants to go to you. Whereas I suppose that‟s just the 
change from kind of being a baby baby to actually being a bit more independent and just 
developing a bit (Winston, P.15; 6 months) 
 
Here it can be seen that forming an attachment within the first year can be challenging for fathers 
and they may experience difficulty in sourcing synchronous enjoyable interactions to perform 
with their child. Those perceptions may also create a time when fathers knowingly disconnect 
from their infant as they await a time when they may ―get to enjoy‖ the interactions more and 
share experiences when the infants ―actually want you around‖ at a later stage of development. 
Furthermore, infant language and motor development were referenced as facilitative to engaging 







Again, fathers reflected on the importance of the reciprocal nature of this dyadic relationship to 
experience interactions as attachment-forming:  
 
“the real enjoyment comes when kids are a little more interactive and you can play with 
them and you can get responses from them... it is a lot more development than instant. It 
was never instant... to the point now where she is enjoyable, she is fun, you do miss her, 
you do think about her a lot. Whereas in the early days, I am thinking about her and 
thinking, “oh Jaysus!”” (Jason, P.3 & P.22; 7 months) 
 
―as they get older you can see they want to see daddy... that helps me, we all have an ego, 
and maybe that drives a little bit of that ego streak in us...‖ (Fred, P.32; 5 weeks) 
 
Jason‘s quote highlights clearly that he views the attachment relationship as a developing one, 
where a sense of asynchrony or distance during early infancy and a lack of ―fun‖ and 
―responses‖ from his infant, may have hindered the sense of an attachment. Whereas Fred‘s 
perception identifies that he required a sense of being wanted or needed by his infant, which may 
maintain his own sense of worth and assist in the creation of a close dyadic relationship.  
 
Fred further discusses his ability to demonstrate an emotional connection to his infant at a stage 
in which he perceives his infant as capable of cognitive and social learning, and demonstrates a 







“I find it easier to show love towards my children as they get older... I find it harder to 
bond when I am not really sure what I am brining to the table. So I can bond when I can 
show them things, teach them, and I can see them develop and I can see my influence in 
them. So I can‟t see them at the moment”. (Fred, P.22; 5 weeks)  
 
Connecting on a more emotional, or unspoken level in early infancy may be perceived as 
challenging when relationship building for some fathers, at a developmental stage when direct 
communicative and give-and-take like interactions are not common.  
 
Finally, through further interpretation of the data, a need for time, attention, and infant 
development are identified as important in facilitating the creation and strengthening of an 
attachment relationship: 
 
“it comes from attention...spending as much time together, and that is obviously 
increasing a lot as she is interactive. I am not one of these people that just stare, or hold 
the child or stare into their face and go “oh my God isn‟t this amazing!” that is not me at 
all.” (Jason, P. 12; 7 months) 
 
“And with my son the attachment between him and I is only really, starting to form  






will hopefully just get more ingrained and stronger and stronger. The more we are 
in his lives.” (Sean, P. 35; 11 months)  
 
For Jason, as well as for Fred previously, the perceived emotional and unspoken interactions 
between father-infant are not viewed in the same positive light as more visible, more tangible 
interactions. The above quotes demonstrate that interaction, and infant development are key to 
fathers‘ perceptions of the formation of an attachment relationship with their infant. 
 
3.4 SUPERORDINATE THEME: ENGAGEMENT AND DISTANCING FROM CAREGIVING. 
Caregiving provided facilitative means for fathers to form relationships with their infants. The 
following theme examines the altering levels of caregiving provided by fathers, their perceptions 
of caregiving, and how this activity was seen as significant in the formation of a father-infant 
attachment. 
 
3.4.1 ACTIVE ROLE IN CAREGIVING 
Aspects of caregiving were explained by each father when discussing their experience of 
forming an attachment with their infant. Some fathers appeared to have taken a more active role 
in caregiving towards their infants than others. The types of caregiving tasks performed by 






fathers sought this role in order to increase their involvement in their infant‘s life creating more 
opportunity for attachment formation: 
 
“...give him his bottle and then I‟d go in and get him changed, change his bum , change 
him into a baby grow, change his vest if he needs it. (Brian, P.13; 4 months). 
 
“Em, I have been going for walks with a buggy, I change nappies, I play with him... 
Em, I feed him, I give him baths and everything.” (Matthew, P.3; 10 months). 
 
“Em, so you bring her over, change her nappy, which is inevitably wet so she is not 
happy. Em, change her clothes, bring her downstairs and she is quite happy once you 
have changed her... Em, I was very hands on and I am hands on. You know I would 
change all the nappies at the start. I am like that from the start because I want to get 
involved.” (David, P.6; 4 months) 
 
David‘s quote in particular captured his aspirations to be actively involved in his infants care. 
Many fathers also discussed their experiences of having a shared, active role in their infants care 
with their partners. There was a sense of unity in caregiving from some of the data, where equal 







“...so basically everything that the mother would do as well. So we share everything... 
Yeah everything is shared. We take it in turns”. (Matthew, P3; 10 months)  
 
“Because we do try and equal up as much as we are doing so it‟s not one person over the 
other”. (Winston, P.18; 6 months)  
 
“...Em yes, absolutely yeah. I would say everything that is done with the child is shared”. 
(David, P.6-8; 4 months) 
 
Matthew, Winston and David spoke of equal roles within their family make-ups regarding 
caregiving. These fathers appeared surprised that they were asked about caregiving in the context 
of historical unbalanced roles performed by fathers and mothers. The following quote from 
Johnny gives insight into the process of shared caregiving roles:   
 
“If my wife is preparing dinner, I would be feeding. Or if I was preparing dinner she 
would be feeding. Then we will both play with him and get him ready. But em, that‟s 
definitely, we definitely would share all the responsibilities around him”. (Johnny, P.6; 
11 months)  
 
Johnny‘s experience was one of combining parenting skills with his wife so that individually or 






caregiving tasks with his infant Johnny did so with a smile. The positive emotional reaction 
evoked in him was almost tangible.   
 
During the interviews fathers also reflected on potentially less obvious forms of caregiving 
during the relationship dyad being created. Whereby they appeared to create a secure base and 
acted as a source of comfort for their infant, while engaging in emotional regulation. This task 
has been historically attributed to mothers: 
 
―How to you know maybe sooth him, or when he is crying to know what calms him down 
again”.  (Matthew, P.18; 10 months)  
 
“He has a pain and you are sitting on the edge of the bed and he is snuggling into your 
arms you know. You are what makes the difference in this little fellas life and that is nice 
and it is important” (Sean, P13; 11 months)  
 
“You know if her teeth are at her and she is crying and you are just walking around 
getting her to calm down, and she is cuddling into you. You feel like you are actually 
doing something” (Winston, P.12; 6 months) 
 
Winston and Sean illustrate further avenues of emotional caregiving that they provide for their 






Furthermore, these fathers touch on the importance of knowing what their infants‘ needs are, 
being attuned to these, and having insight into providing safe and soothing care.  
 
3.4.2  DISTANCING FROM CAREGIVING  
“Because I could always hand her back before, if the going gets rough I could consult I could 
hand her back, E would, you know, straight away take the child deal with it”. (Bob, P.9; 10 
months) 
 
Bob‘s experience of relying on his wife‘s intervention when his infant became distressed 
demonstrates a distancing from the type of emotional caregiving demonstrated in the ‗Active role 
in caregiving‟ theme. This captures the essence of the theme entitled „distancing from 
caregiving.‟ 
 
Although each father engaged in some form of caregiving for their infant, the data suggested that 
there were internal and external factors which influenced the level of engagement fathers 
assumed in their infant‘s caregiving: 
 
“my job for the first 3 months was just to help out as much as I could with E. E was the 
boss... but when its gets easier then with the routines and the hard work is done, that‟s 







In Bob‘s extract he describes feeling that he has a lack of a direct role in his infant‘s caregiving, 
as this was conducted by his wife during the first 3 months. His experiences also indicate that he 
perceives the early stages of infancy as ―hard work‖, and that his role in caregiving will take 
place once this stage of development is complete, distancing him from aspects of his child‘s life 
during this attachment-forming period. It was also perceived that Bob viewed this time as 
requiring the mother‘s role and not that of a father. 
 
Interpreting a number of fathers‘ perceptions of early stages of infancy, a detached period 
between father and infant was identified, where direct caregiving was reduced and a more 
systemic support role was present:  
 
“What I do now to support my wife is a lot more around the mundane tasks like gett ing 
the kids ready for school, making sure we have everything the groceries, breakfast, so 
things I wouldn‟t have been doing before”. (Fred, P. 3; 5 weeks) 
 
Fred‘s role was perceived to be a purely supportive role where he engaged in low level of direct 
caregiving for his infant. Of note, Fred‘s son was 5 weeks old at this time, and it was clear from 
his interview that Fred did not consider this as a time for him to focus on forming an attachment 







The interview with 
Jason was the most 
challenging to 




anger towards his 
comments, and had 
to ensure the 
results of this were 
delivered with as 
little bias as 
possible. 
As discussed previously by Bob, other fathers also perceived aspects of caregiving as ―hard 
work.‖ This view appeared to increase father‘s level of distancing from caregiving, and hence 
distance from their infant: 
 
“But yeah the early days, what I did with her, was very simply it was what I had to do. I 
wasn‟t really looking for extra time with her or anything like that... It‟s working.” (Jason, 
P.10; 7 months) 
 
It was established early in Jason‘s interview that he found caregiving in early infancy 
challenging. This contributed in his distancing from his infant‘s care where, a context in which a 
close secure relationship was more difficult to form. 
 
During the interview a sense of anger towards his infant was observed at times, and Jason 
reflected on this at a later stage in the interview: 
 
“...Yeah she just tested me, pushed me to virtual breaking point. Yeah I 
resented her. I resented the child for, without having any major enjoyment. 
Pure work. Pure work. Hard work, because she was the way she was.” 
(Jason, P.6 &14-15; 7 months) 
 






in active caregiving for his infant. It was perceived that Jason felt that until the ―pure work, hard 
work‖ was over, he would continue to feel this way. There was also a sense that Jason‘s 
perception of his infant‘s temperament impacted on his want to be involved in her caregiving, 
whilst his own wellbeing was ―pushed‖ to a new unknown negative outlook. It may be the case 
that fathers‘ perceptions of their infants‘ temperament, along with their own wellbeing could 
influence their level of engagement in caregiving. This reduction may in turn impact on the 
opportunities to develop a secure attachment with the infant. 
 
The results also revealed that factors external to the father, may impact on their level of 
engagement in caregiving, and subsequent opportunities to form early attachments to their 
infants: 
 
“T in fairness she does most of the feeding with bottles and stuff because, well I suppose 
she has gotton very good at it and she can tell... because I am not here during the day, 
she can tell when the baby is hungry etc.” (Jonah, P.9; 7 months) 
 
“she is a natural, it‟s just a motherly instinct and she knew when the baby was crying and 
she kind of knew there was something wrong and she just kept at it until she figured out 







In Jonah‘s quote he describes his wife‘s proficiency in caring for their infant, and his inability to 
ascertain the needs his infant may have due to time spent working. Although it was perceived 
that practicalities (such as work) may impact on a father‘s time available to participate in 
caregiving, it was interpreted in the case of Jonah that the mother may have experienced 
difficulty relinquishing some caregiving duties to the father. However, Bob appears to perceive 
his wife as possessing a ―motherly instinct‖ that facilitates her engagement in their infant‘s 
needs, although he also highlights that she needed to persist with these activities to meet the 
child‘s needs.  
 
Further interpretation of the data below, shows Bob‘s experience of his wife‘s sense of pleasure 
and his alternative sense of frustration at the barriers that may have been put in place during 
early infancy. Bob‘s experience was one of feeling he was not needed; whilst Jason provides an 
insight into his experience of caregiving tasks where his wife just ―does them‖. These 
experiences would appear to distance fathers from opportunities to create attachments with their 
infants: 
 
“because I wasn‟t needed, I don‟t like being somewhere where I‟m not being of some use. 
So I just left her at it, and she was happy out”. (Bob, P. 33; 10 months) 
 
“But there are some things that I don‟t do and that‟s not because I choose not to, it‟s just 







On one hand fathers appeared content to distance themselves during early infancy, whereas 
others were motivated to become active caregivers in their infant‘s lives, but were possibly 
distanced by their partner‘s motives to remain the primary caregiver. David captures this 
perception: 
 
“The one thing that was quite interesting as well. N almost didn‟t want her to be born, 
because she had, had her for 9 months. She said “it has just been me and her for the 9 
months, you know and we kind of have this bond now”. It  was an interesting kind of a 
thing to say, she said she almost wanted to hold on to it for a little bit longer”. (David, 
P.25; 4 months). 
 
David added further detail to this extract by highlighting his sense of his wife‘s resistance 
towards allowing him to share certain caregiving tasks with her. From an attachment perspective 
certain fathers may be contending with a hierarchy of attachment figures from early infancy 
onwards, with fathers being placed at a lower level than mothers. This may influence their 
perceived importance to their infant during this stage of development. It is also suggested that 
mothers may experience a pressure to take on a lead role in caregiving for their infant. 
 
As discussed in Jason‘s previous narratives, his emotional reaction to his infant‘s level of distress 






of his own emotional response, which may not have been the one he was anticipating towards his 
son:  
 
―... And now all of a sudden mom‟s attention is taken off them and all her attention is put 
on baby. And that can sometimes be a little bit of a “oh shit, I am not the most important 
person in her life” or “I am not the apple of her eye”. All of Sudden this little bundle of 
shit has come along and taken her away from me you know... And you almost feel a little 
bit jealous of your son...” (Sean, P. 27-28; 11 months)  
 
Sean‘s account of his experience was interpreted in line with how father‘s emotional responses 
can act as debilitating factors when engaging in caregiving of their infants. It may be seen to 
reduce time with their infant, and form a potential emotional barrier to forming a secure 
attachment relationship. Sean‘s quote also touches on the situation of where mother-infant sole 
caregiving may take precedence over mother-father relationship, leading the father to experience 
a reduction in his level of priority in the home.  
 
3.4.3 FEEDING AS A BARRIER/FACILITATOR 
The majority of fathers discussed the theme of feeding as a caregiving task, and explained their 
perceptions of this process. The frequency at which this activity was referenced lead to the need 






engagement in the caregiving of their infant, as opposed to a facilitative space created by the 
process for subsequent fathers. Their contrasting perceptions follow: 
 
―And that made me to be honest, made me feel a bit I didn‟t feel independent enough to 
say I go off with the baby now”. (Matthew, P. 15; 10 months)  
 
“But definitely when feeding you‟re at a loose end in terms of involvement”. (Fred, P.5; 
5 weeks) 
 
“...there would have been literally nothing I could have done unless she was expressing 
or something”. (Winston, P.18; 6 months) 
 
“...there is very little I can do, there is very little I can do. I mean the baby is on the 
bottle the baby is not breast feeding or anything like that...”. (Jason, P.10; 7 months). 
 
Further interpretations of the data showed that fathers‘ perception of the feeding process, in 
particular when their partner breast fed, gave them a sense of exclusion from caregiving. Fathers 
felt restricted to a limited role during the feeding process. This is evidenced through Matthew‘s 
quote, where he experienced a lack of independence with his infant, and through Fred and 






building. Additionally, it was perceived that fathers placed importance on this caregiving task as 
it arose without prompting during the interview process.  
 
However, a larger majority of fathers also discussed their perceptions of engagement in the 
feeding process:   
 
―...that meant that I could feed her. And I think that‟s great”. (Bob, P.9; 10 months) 
 
“it‟s a very intimate thing to be able to feed him. There is no one else in the world right 
there other than the person that is holding that bottle”. (Brian, P.62; 4 months) 
 
“I think because she wasn‟t breast fed then there wasn‟t a huge dependency on L as in 
we were both kind of equal. In that I wasn‟t just the guy that was there just to change 
nappies you know.”  (Winston, P. 19; 6 months) 
 
Bob and Brian expressed joy and perceived moments that highlighted to them that they were 
needed by their infant, and that they held a significant role. Winston further explains how he 
experienced being an equal caregiver to his infant through the sharing of potential relationship-
making tasks. The results also identified that some fathers emphasised their perception of the 








“we would have lost all that time when you know, where you are actually getting the time 
to just hold on to her. So no em those are the good things like”. (Winston, P.8; 6 months)  
 
“...I think when you are holding that little bundle of joy, and it has a bottle in its mouth 
and it is content and it is just heaven on earth for it you know. But it certainly does bring 
you closer, being involved like that”. (Sean, P.11; 11 months) 
 
Sean in particular captures the facilitative properties of having an active role in the feeding 
process. He discusses the father-infant relationship as growing, as a direct influence of this 
caregiving activity. Similarly, David adds a sense of further importance to a father‘s engagement 
in the feeding process: 
 
“...the child wanted that touch you know because she was feeding her. And you can‟t 
provide that as a father. So once we moved over to bottles, I was able to get much more 
involved so there was a big change point. It was better because I properly felt more of a 
dad because, you are now able to do everything that she needed you know”. (David, P. 7-
8; 4 months) 
 
David‘s narrative is interpreted as experiencing an incomplete sense of being a father, due to 






importance of touch, nurturing caregiving and active participation in infants feeding for fathers. 
Collectively, it was interpreted that fathers who were a part of the feeding process in early 
infancy began to form earlier and stronger relationships with their infants. This is in contrast to 
fathers who were internally (distanced themselves) or externally (mother‘s difficulty in 
relinquishing task) excluded from the process. 
 
Finally, Brian captures his experience of having an active role in the feeding process, which 
highlights the significance of this for him: 
 
“I had an active role in the first two months... on a subliminal level before he is able to, 
before he knows who I am and before he recognises me. That time spent in the first 6 
weeks, was a huge part in the bond in that he had with me and that I had with him”. 
(Brian, P. 63; 4 months)  
 
Here Brian appears to assign significant levels of importance to the role he had, and the direct 
link this role played in the formation of a close relationship with his son. Although an individual 
perspective, Brian‘s narrative demonstrates the potential for attachments to be created within 








3.5  SUPERORDINATE THEME: SENSE OF INCLUSION IN PARENTING PROCESS 
This theme examines fathers‘ experiences of being included in the parenting process. In 
particular, it focuses on fathers‘ sense of inclusion during infant health care appointments, and 
the referencing of fathers well-being during these appointments. It is felt that these experiences 
provided a context which may facilitate or impede the development of father-infant attachments. 
 
3.5.1 INFANT HEALTH CARE APPOINTMENTS 
Collectively each father appeared to speak openly about their experiences of attending their 
infant‘s health care appointments, both in a clinic and in their own homes. They acknowledged 
that pre-birth, the focus of these appointments should continue to be on their partner and infant‘s 
health, but a sense of wanting to be included more post-birth was perceived: 
 
“But certainly, there is little or no interaction from the father or the father‟s 
perspective”. (David, P.15; 4 months)  
 
“...he should address the father and say is there anything you would like to know”. (Fred, 
P. 27; 5 weeks)  
 
“Oh I wasn‟t involved, I was there as, I was like the substitute on the sidelines you know, 







“Like even when C came home the district nurse, it was all on C and his mam it wasn‟t 
on anything towards me like. There is a place there for someone”.  (Johnny, P.18; 11 
months)  
 
“...no questions. I mean if the doctor is saying something he is talking to O. If the nurse is 
saying something she is talking to O. So I am there, but I could be a Chauffeur”. (Jason, 
P.24; 7 months)  
 
The interviews showed that most fathers experienced a lack of inclusion in their infant‘s health 
care appointments. Professional‘s focus appeared to be on the mother‘s perspective as opposed to 
the father‘s. When considering attachment relationships this experience of exclusion for fathers, 
may act as a barrier for early attachment formation as it may be perceived that they are not 
needed, or this time is for mother-infant attachment forming. Alternatively, fathers may 
withdraw from the parenting process due to these potential feelings. 
 
Although the perspectives of a number of fathers appeared to be that their involvement in post-
birth health appointments was not required: 
 
“So it‟s not really that I needed to be there it was more just support for M to make sure 









the creation of 
this theme “Do I 
professionally 
involve fathers 
enough”. Have I 
excluded them 
previously? Am I 
engaging in 
hypocrisy? 
“E asked me and I went to one and I thought it was a load of crap. We went in and I 
wasn‟t bothered. It was E‟s idea to be involved. But I don‟t bother going to it because it‟s 
a one-man job, E is well able to go and it suits her fine and she said it to me you don‟t 
have to”. (Bob, P. 29 & 31; 10 months) 
 
“So it‟s kind of if I am available I am there, and if I am not I am not...” (Jason, P. 24; 7 
months) 
 
Jonah‘s perspective of attending appointments to ―support‖ his wife, and not that he 
―needed‖ to be present was shared by a number of fathers, in particular in relation to 
being a supportive figure for the mother and infant. Whereas Jason and Bob‘s 
perceptions were that these appointments were not appropriate for them to attend, and 
that only one parent was required to be present. Although Bob‘s sense of these 
appointments as ―a load of crap‖ may highlight an individual perspective, it may also 
highlight why fathers may feel that they are not actively involved in these 
appointments. Professionals may in turn sense fathers‘ feelings of not needing to be present, 
which may lead to their increased focus on mothers during appointments. 
 
The majority of fathers expressed a sense that they wanted to be involved in their infant‘s health 
care appointments post birth. Perceiving a sense from mothers and/or professionals that their 






attachment forming, both directly for the infant (caregiving) and indirectly (health care 
appointments).  
 
3.5.2  ―THE HUSBAND COULD BE CRACKING UP‖ (FATHERS WELLBEING)  
Throughout the interview process each father emphasised that becoming a father can be mentally 
challenging, stressful, and a worrying time for them. However, engaging in conversations about 
this, or experiencing a safe space where these matters could be discussed appeared unfamiliar to 
fathers. Nevertheless, some reflections captured their experiences of having their wellbeing 
accounted for: 
 
“... it‟s not something that‟s ever asked. I know it‟s not.  Because ah yeah the husband 
could be cracking up, its tuff like. You could see how you could crack up. And not be able 
for it, and nobody asks you”.  (Bob, P.31; 10 months) 
 
“No. Definitely stone wall no”. (Johnny, P.17; 11 months) 
 
“No, I have actually never in any situation been asked that actually. Because it‟s a life 
changing thing you know, and I was never asked how am I coping how are things going”. 







“...especially for first time fathers it is a shock to the system. And I think it would be 
worth a question to make sure that all is alright”. (Matthew, P. 14; 10 months)  
 
“Oh never. There is never once been any, I have never once had, “how is this whole child 
raising thing going for you?” in the first few weeks”. (Brian, P. 47; 4 months)  
 
There was a sense that fathers not being asked about their wellbeing and its link with fatherhood 
was very normal to them. Fathers‘ use of language such as, ―cracking up‖, ―shock to the system‖ 
and ―life changing‖ suggest the experience of high emotions at this time. Hence, why mental 
health supports or access to mental health information for fathers may provide a means of 
safeguarding secure attachment relationship formation between father-infant. 
 
Fathers themselves expressed a need for changes in the frequency of discussions around their 
wellbeing, and their experienced impact of being a father: 
 
“Because there is really nowhere to go and you know talk about it. There is no outlet and 
there is probably you know, a certain kind of pressure to say everything should be fine”. 
(David, P.16; 4 months)  
 
“But as long as you seem to be fairly normal and you look healthy enough, they kind of 







“And it is not like there is a male support group. Personally I found that there have been 
days that I didn‟t want to go home...” (Jason, P. 25; 7 months)  
 
Here David discusses a sense of lacking emotional outlets for fathers and that fathers cannot 
openly express the difficulties when becoming a father. Whereas Jonah discusses how physical 
appearances may lead health care staff to ―ignore‖ fathers‘ wellbeing. Jason further highlights 
the lack of supportive groups for fathers and the emotional reactions he experienced when 
becoming a father. Collectively, a sense of an emotionally testing time was being portrayed by 
these fathers, but the management of these experiences was perceived to be their personal 
responsibility. Fathers‘ awareness of a lack of support regarding their wellbeing, and insufficient 
outlets, may place increased pressure on fathers to be ―ok.‖ This may be challenging when 
forming attachment relationships. Safety is a key element of forming attachments, and fathers 
also require a sense of safety to create attachments with their infants.   
 
Some fathers also reflected on potential changes that they have given thought to in light of their 
wellbeing, and how mental health may have systemic elements: 
 
“You know talk to the men on a more, the psychological changes that are going to come 







“...an information night, and this is what you could expect having a child. Or maybe a 
public health nurse could call out to you and have a chat with you informally and then 
maybe ask you or something, that kind of thing just to get things going”. (David, P17; 4 
months)  
 
“Because if both parents are together they are both in it, there is no point if Mammy‟s 
happy but Daddy‟s not you know, you do need to check”. (Winston, P. 49; 6 months)  
 
Both Sean and David advocated their sense of being included more, where their wellbeing was 
accounted for and the psychological impact of having a child was openly discussed with them. 
Additionally, Winston makes an interesting point where he perceives emotional wellbeing as 
equally important for mothers and fathers. This family approach to emotional wellbeing may 
have important links to the development of secure father-infant attachment relations.    
The interviews also showed that some fathers expressed reservations in expressing vulnerability 
and a need to self-manage their wellbeing: 
 
“it should be up to me to do something about it I‟m big enough and old enough, if I‟m not 
happy about something sort it out, and if I don‟t then I‟m an ieget. I‟m not going to say, 
“well to be honest I‟m finding it hard now you know”, I wouldn‟t in that environment. I 







“...mainly because I think myself I am very mentally strong and any issues I have I am 
capable of dealing with them”. (Jason, P.28; 7 months)  
 
“I think there should be, I don‟t think a lot of men would talk about it” (Brian. P .51; 4 
months) 
 
It appeared that some fathers would reflect on the highly emotional, and stressful time of 
becoming a father, and at times perceived there to be a lack of inclusion and support. However, 
what is apparent from the above quotes, is that fathers may find it challenging to engage in 
emotional support if it was offered. Instead Bob and Jason in particular, explained how it was 
their responsibility to manage their wellbeing, but also that there may be occasions when fathers 
feel they are not ―able to talk‖, which is in contrast to not wanting to.  
 
Jason provides a deeper insight into this potential dilemma for fathers: 
 
“It would be advisable for something like that to exist. But I can just see it being a 
laughing stock. But all it takes is one or two people that are brave enough to do it. Yeah 
so I do see the value in it, certainly, but there is no way I would do it”. (Jason, P.27 & 







Jason discusses his perception that support groups for fathers would be something that holds 
―value‖ for him, but states a view that it would be ―a laughing stock‖ and that unless fathers 
were brave enough to do it first, he would not engage. Jason‘s quote may hold further 
significance when considering fathers‘ experiences of forming attachments with their infants, in 
that there may be times when fathers want to have more of an emotional connection with their 
infant, but due to external fear, prevent themselves from doing so.  
 
3.6  SUPERORDINATE THEME: A CHANGING FATHER 
“I am having this child now, you go off to bed there and I‟ll get somebody to call you 
when the child is born, you go upstairs and have a rest”. (Jason, P.35; 7 months) 
 
This is a historical quote by Jason, relating to his own father‘s experience, and he captures a 
changing Irish society, where fathers appeared to be afforded rests during the birth of their 
infants.   
 
As a group, the fathers provided insight into the ways that they feel being a father had changed in 
recent times. This theme explores fathers‘ perceptions of generational change, their efforts ―to be 
more emotional‖ with their infants, their engagement in paternity leave, and their familiarity with 









3.6.1 ―I SHOW MY LOVE MORE‖ (GENERATIONAL CHANGES) 
Each father shared perceptions of generational changes for fathers‘, where it was now becoming 
more socially acceptable to be actively involved in their infant‘s lives, and expressing emotion: 
 
“my dad worked very hard, we didn‟t see him growing up, maybe that‟s why I am around 
more, maybe that‟s why I want to be a part of it more”. (Bob, P.16; 10 months)  
 
“...not very outwardly emotional and I think I have tried to be a little bit more emotional 
with my kids. If we are sitting down they will snuggle into me and things like that, I don‟t 
ever recall that with my father”. (Fred, P.31; 5 weeks)  
 
“I think just cuddle them and tell them that I love them. I think I am showing my love to 
them in a different way or I show them my love more. These days it‟s more open, and 
more free to show, you know that they are sensitive”. (Matthew, P.18 & 19; 10 months)  
 
“I don‟t really remember seeing him, he was busy on the farm. But probably when I was 
younger I didn‟t have the same bond with him as I would hope Q has with me now”. 







“My father would have been a lot less hands on. He is not a very huggy kind of person 
you know. I am a lot more hands on, you know and functioning and doing what she needs 
a lot more”. (David, P.22; 4 months)  
 
Although many quotes are used to capture this theme, it was deemed necessary to illustrate the 
fathers‘ sense of a powerful and positive shift in fathering. The fathers discussed a changing time 
where they can now more readily express their emotions to their infants, which potentially assists 
in earlier and more encompassing attachment relationships being created. In addition, the fathers 
sense that their own fathers were not as actively involved in their care as infants. This appears to 
have driven these new generation fathers to become something that the generation before 
couldn‘t.  
 
Sean provides his perception of some of the societal changes, and highlights how both father and 
mother may or may not instinctively possess parenting skills. It also shows his belief that fathers 
have ―endless‖ abilities to engage at an early stage of an infant‘s life :  
 
“Well I don‟t know what I am doing let mom at it... All be it that mom hasn‟t got a 
fucking clue what she is doing either but you know it just comes a little bit more 
instinctively and naturally to them as mothers. But I don‟t think it necessarily means that 






not well able to be involved and to have a child and to be a part of that child‟s first 
couple of months. I think it is just as important to be honest”. (Sean, P.12; 11 months)  
 
Sean‘s perception of fathers‘ abilities to be actively involved in early infancy demonstrates the 
generational change which most fathers discussed. His narrative also suggests that his 
relationship to his infant is important, and he provides an empowering message that fathers have 
the resources to form early attachment relationships with their infants, if they wish. 
 
3.6.2 PATERNITY LEAVE ENGAGEMENT  
“both father and mother will develop, the more time you spend with the child the more 
you are going to develop a much more stronger attachment”. (Jonah, P. 41; 7 months) 
 
Jonah‘s quote demonstrates his perception that time is an essential ingredient to a strong 
attachment between parents and infant.  
 
Fathers expressed the need to spend time with their infant in order to feel that they had created a 
bond and relationship with them. The results showed that some fathers were not entitled to any 
paternity leave, whilst others received a number of days (two to three). Most fathers advocated 
for higher levels of paternity leave, to adjust to fatherhood, and showed recognition of the 








“the first time you bring the baby home you need it, you need a bit more time with the 
baby. It is nice just to have the time you know, getting used to the baby and getting the 
baby used to you”. (Matthew, P. 17; 10 months)  
 
“if there is two parents involved they should both be able to put time, you know towards 
the child”. (Winston, P. 37; 6 months)  
 
Here Matthew recognises that he needed more time with his infant, where it was equally 
important for him to begin to build a relationship with his infant as it was for the infant to build 
one with him. Whereas, Winston suggests that both parents should be afforded equal time with 
their infant. This perception places a father‘s early relationship building with their infant as 
equally important as it is for the mother.  
 
A reoccurring theme was the expressed need for individual leave, or leave to be taken depending 
on family circumstances: 
 
“It needs to be separate. It shouldn‟t be one or the other. It‟s criminal to be forced to go 
back to work and to leave your wife who has just had a baby and has gone through 







“I don‟t think there should be a fixed number on the amount”. (Brian, P.57; 4 months) 
 
          “Whatever is best for the couple I think. On an individual basis”. (Sean, P.32; 11 months) 
  
A number of fathers discussed an emotionally taxing period when returning to work, in particular 
when their partner had been physically unwell during the pregnancy or birth. Although it meant 
that they were given an early opportunity to begin to form an attachment with their infant, they 
also described a more complex set of circumstances where they were supporting their partner, 
attempting to form a relationship with their new infant, all whilst returning to work. 
Additionally, Sean‘s quote reinforces fathers‘ perceptions of a changing, more modern society, 
where the father may not be the parent required to return to work for financial purposes. Instead, 
there is an understanding of the importance of dedicating more time to his infant and their 
relationship, as he is available to do so.  
 
In contrast and although a minority, some fathers explained that taking paternity leave may be 
better suited at a later stage of child development. Others felt that it was not necessary to avail of 
paternity leave and instead proposed that to ―just help out‖ was sufficient: 
 
“And again if I was to get parental leave I would look at when is it the best time to get it 







“Oh I just helped out, and was here whenever I was needed”. (Jonah, P.33; 7 months) 
 
“I didn‟t take two days off, but I could have if I needed it. I was there, I found myself, ah 
at that early stage and that I wasn‟t necessarily needed fulltime”. (Bob, P.33; 10 months)  
 
There was a sense from some fathers that paternity leave would be better taken when the fathers 
could engage in more interactive activities, and that the early stage of infancy was a time where 
fathers helped out and observed more than actively engaged in attachment creating relationships. 
This reflects the findings of the Engagement and Distancing from Caregiving theme. 
Furthermore, certain fathers discussed relationship disharmony as a deterrent for the uptake of 
paternity leave: 
 
“no way would I have taken two weeks off work and spent two weeks at home. We 
probably would have killed each other as well”. (Bob, P. 34; 10 months)  
 
“I think if the two of us had of been there the whole time we would have got on each 
other‟s goat”. (Jason, P.11; 7 months)  
 
Bob and Jason explain their reservations to engage in paternity leave and highlight a perception 
that relationship harmony between father-mother may be a factor influencing fathers‘ 








3.6.3 LEVEL OF ATTACHMENT AWARENESS   
“No never it‟s the first time actually that I have heard of it”. (Brain, P. 65; 4 months) 
 
This is Brian‘s immediate response to being asked whether he has heard of the term 
―attachment‖. 
 
Although the focus of the study was on fathers‘ experiences of their attachment to their infants, 
on many occasions the term attachment was not used in interview questions. This approach was 
supported by the emergent perception that most fathers were unfamiliar with the term 
attachment, and the idea of father-infant attachments. However, many fathers attributed 
attachment to other terms such as ―bond‖ and ―relationship.‖ Some fathers were unable to 
provide a description of the term, whereas others explained their perception, which showed a 
maternal sense of attachment: 
 
“there is a physical attachment to the mother that isn‟t there to the father. When a baby 
is born she already has that bond. Nine months of a bond. So when the baby is born I 







“The mother‟s attachment, the mothers bond to a child yeah, there is a huge importance 
placed on that but know that term has never been mentioned to me until you asked me 
that question”. (Brian, P. 38; 4 months)  
 
“You do here about it from the maternal point of view but you don‟t hear it from a 
paternal”. (David, P. 23; 4 months)  
 
Here Fred discusses his sense of a physical attachment that occurs for mothers but does not exist 
for fathers. Hence suggesting that an attachment to his infant may begin at a later stage for 
fathers as opposed to mothers. Additionally, Brian and David provide their understanding of 
attachment in a maternal context, where father-infant attachment is not common. The lack of 
attachment terminology in relation to fathers and infants used in society and health care settings, 
may impact on fathers‘ early engagement in these relationships. Fathers may perceive infant 
attachment as a maternal rather than paternal phenomena, and this may have implications for 











CHAPTER 4: DISCUSSION 
 
 4.1 CHAPTER INTRODUCTION  
 
This chapter provides a detailed discussion of the findings of this study. Firstly, the research 
question will be reiterated and a summary of the findings presented. The most relevant literature 
is presented and is interpreted in concurrence with the research findings. Furthermore, the 
limitations, strengths, clinical applications, and future research avenues of the study are 
considered. In concluding, the chapter provides the personal reflections of the researcher on the 
overall research and a summary of the study. 
 
4.2 REVIEW OF THE RESEARCH QUESTION  
The present study aimed to explore fathers‘ experiences of father-infant attachments with their 
infants. The study aimed to capture the narratives of fathers on the development of the dyadic 
attachment relationship with their infant within the first year of life. The specific research 
question explored was: What are fathers‘ experiences of forming attachment relationships to 
their infants, within the first year? 
 
4.3 SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 
As presented in the previous chapter, the study discovered four key themes in relation to fathers‘ 






Interactions, Engagement and Distancing from Caregiving, Sense of Inclusion in the Parenting 
Process, and A Changing Father.  
 
In relation to the Power of Reciprocal Interactions, the fathers experienced a sense of pleasure in 
perceiving the creation of an attachment to their infant. Furthermore, fathers placed importance 
on the abilities of the infant to engage in reciprocal interactions in order to signify the presence 
of an attachment relationship. Further, fathers‘ sense of this early attachment was related to their 
direct role in their infant‘s life. Each father acknowledged time spent with their infant as an 
important factor relating to their sense of an evolving attachment.  
 
Secondly in relation to Engagement and Distancing from Caregiving, fathers‘ levels of 
caregiving fluctuated from being actively involved, to being less involved due to the experience 
of internal barriers (e.g., self-distancing) and external barriers (e.g., mothers‘ reluctance to 
relinquish their caregiving role) to spending time with their infant.  Additionally, fathers strove 
to develop an early connection with their infant, and consistently experienced feeding as a 
caregiving task that facilitated this relationship.  
 
Thirdly within the Sense of Inclusion in the Parenting Process theme, the interviews highlighted 
fathers‘ experiences of their involvement in their infant‘s health care appointments; whilst 
acknowledging the impact of experiencing fatherhood on their wellbeing and their perceived 






Finally, in relation to A Changing father, fathers‘ narratives captured their experiences of 
viewing their emotional connection with their infants in light of generational changes to the role 
of fatherhood in Ireland. Discrepancies in relation to fathers‘ engagement in early paternity leave 
were found as well as a discovery of fathers‘ familiarity with attachment terminology, which 
may reflect the societal importance placed on this subject.  
 
4.4 FINDINGS IN THE CONTEXT OF PREVIOUS LITERATURE  
In this section, the main findings of the present study are discussed in the context of previous 
literature. To facilitate clarity, the names of superordinate themes are used as headings and 
subordinate themes are referenced within each. 
 
4.4.1 THE POWER OF RECIPROCAL INTERACTIONS 
A common claim from previous research was that fathers appeared to form attachment 
relationships through sensitive play engagement with their infants (e.g., Grossmann et al, 2002 & 
Newland, Coyl, & Freeman, 2008). The fathers in the current study at times made reference to 
play, and their narratives supported the claim that play engagement would assist in the formation 
of an attachment to their infant. However, many fathers in this study described numerous ways 
of interacting with their infant, suggesting that fathers adopt more than a sole role as a playmate 






perceiving fathers as merely playmates does not encompass the diverse roles of fathers in current 
changing family structures (Palm, 2014).  
Previous research, such as that by Benzies et al. (2015), showed that fathers attributed the 
experience of their infant‘s recognition of them and excitement when united, to the ‗joys of 
fatherhood‘; and this finding appears to be substantiated by this research.  Within the Moments of 
Connection/Disconnection theme, each father captured the importance of experiencing reciprocal 
interactions with their infant; as the associated feelings of connection, and moments of 
synchrony, provided feedback for fathers on a perceived level of attachment formation with their 
infant. In addition, these experiences provided a sense of positive wellbeing for fathers, which 
facilitated the occurrence of positive father cognitions relating to being a successful father. The 
father‘s experience of synchrony (Isabella & Belsky, 1991) appears to be an important construct 
which overlaps with fathers‘ sensitivity in these interactions. Fathers‘ sensitivity in their 
interactions, through behaviours such as smiling, laughing, cooing, was linked positively to 
infants‘ bonding responses and in turn created a sense of attachment for the father with their 
infant. Sensitivity by fathers has been shown in previous research to be associated positively 
with secure father-children attachment relationships (Brown et al, 2007). These interactions also 
appear to increase fathers‘ confidence in their paternal skills, allowing them to continue to build 
on the father-infant attachment.  
 
In addition, fathers spoke of the need to commit time to the development of an attachment with 






relationship. Research by Brown et al. (2007) also stated that the amount of time fathers spent 
with their infants is an important enhancer for attachment formation. However, this research 
highlighted the importance of time quality over quantity for the development of father-infant 
attachments. The fathers‘ narratives were consistent in that they captured experiences of 
dedicating time to illicit positive responses from their infants, rather than longer durations which 
do not illicit such responses. It is suggested that this finding could prove as useful information 
for fathers of infants to facilitate the understanding that the quality of interactions such as being 
responsive, consistent and sensitive, outweighs the quantity of time in which little positive 
emotion, insufficient task structure, or excessive over control are demonstrated. This is further 
supported by Lamb and Tamis-LeMonda (2004, p. 10) who stated ―the amount of time that 
fathers and children spend together is probably much less important than what they do with that 
time‖. This message could be easily disseminated clinically to fathers to assist in the formation 
of early attachments with their infants.   
 
In contrast to other fathers in this study, a small number did not experience feedback from 
positive interactions with their infant. They found it challenging to identify clear visual 
indicators that their infant needed or recognised them. The experiences of this minority appears 
to mirror that of disconnection and asynchrony (Isabella and Belsky, 1991), which in turn had a 
debilitating effect on the father-infant attachment. This finding could indicate that some fathers 
have difficulty creating connection and synchrony in early infancy with their infant, as they may 






engage in. Perhaps this small cohort of fathers require the specific interactions provided through 
this form of play. Meaning they may form attachments at a later stage of development. Similarly, 
Palkovitz‘s (1997) study found that fathers believed they had to work harder than did mothers on 
developing a relationship with their infant. It may be that some fathers equate more nurturing 
tasks in early infancy to a time for maternal attachment formation, when interactions such as 
rough and tumble play (Paquette & Dumon, 2013) are difficult to engage in with infants, which 
reduces the opportunity for the development of an attachment relationship for fathers.   
 
Within the An Evolving Attachment theme, two fathers were distinct in their experience of 
attachment creating moments with their infants. These fathers were required to take on the 
primary caregiver role post birth due to the mother‘s ill health. In addition, these fathers 
described the formation of immediate attachment relationships post birth. Although only 
demonstrated by two individuals in this study, these fathers‘ experiences may reveal that when 
roles and responsibilities are adopted early by fathers they could ignite the father-infant 
attachment process promptly. The findings associated with An Evolving Attachment suggests that 
father-infant attachment relationships can begin earlier then some literature indicates; with for 
example Borenstein et al., (2013), proposing that this may begin when the infant is around six 
months of age. It could be suggested that very early infant attachments may involve a lack of 
clear reciprocal responses and interactions at this early stage of development. Researchers have 
previously described father-infant attachment as requiring two-way reciprocal interactions (Palm, 






However, it could be argued that infant‘s expression of biological adaptive behaviors such as 
crying for proximity and protection represent reciprocal interactions, which fathers recognise as 
forming part of an early attachment relationship.  
 
Moreover, Condon et al. (2013) stated that fathers experience an attachment to their infant during 
their partners‘ pregnancy, which continues into the child‘s early infancy.  This unilateral 
example of an attachment relationship, along with the current fathers‘ experiences, suggests that 
father-infant attachment relationships begin in early infancy, and that this is enhanced when 
fathers are primarily or actively involved.  
 
Within the An Evolving Attachment theme, fathers‘ narratives showed that infant development, 
specifically physical and cognitive, resulted in increased levels of interactive behaviour, which 
enhanced the development of an attachment relationship. This finding is supported by Bell et al. 
(2007) who previously stated that a father‘s relationship with their infant would strengthen as the 
infant developed and became more capable of simulation and play. Additionally, Gaertner et al. 
(2007) have previously stated that fathers increase their involvement as their children get older.  
Similarly, to this study, Bell et al. (2007) interviewed fathers separately to mothers, eliminating 
the potential of maternal influence on the narratives provided.  Furthermore, these findings 
support research stating that fathers find it easier to engage and connect through activities and 
stimulation of their children, and that these activities facilitate the formation of close attachment 






However, fathers‘ experiences also highlighted a sense of being needed by their infant, where the 
perception that the infants ―actually want you around,‖ was expressed as an important indicator 
that an attachment is experienced.  Perceiving that the infant does not need them could influence 
the fathers‘ sense of an attachment relationship as formed, and they may subsequently withdraw 
from their infant until they are developmentally capable of expressing these behaviours. Fathers‘ 
perceptions of their role as important have been shown to be contributing factors to the father-
infant attachment relationship development (Wong et al., 2009). It may be that clinicians need to 
highlight to fathers that although they may not perceive that their infant needs them in early 
infancy, the interactions they engage in at this stage are providing the foundations for a more 
secure all rounded attachment relationship being created. Additionally, researchers such as 
Powell et al (2007) embrace the mantra ―bigger, stronger, wiser, and kind‖ from the Circle of 
Security program as it fits well with men‘s socialized image of a good father in western culture. 
The above mantra has been used with fathers to enhance more nurturing interactions with their 
infants when they are distressed (Palm, 2014). This may be of particular significance for fathers 
with young infants, where clinicians can inform fathers of the importance of becoming sources 
of comfort when more physical interactions are limited due to their infant‘s age.  This in turn 
may continue to develop fathers‘ confidence in their parenting abilities and motivate them to 









4.4.2 ENGAGEMENT AND DISTANCING FROM CAREGIVING 
Having an active role in caregiving and ―being hands on‖ was something that many fathers 
accredited to the development of a closer relationship with their infant. The majority of fathers 
experienced a sense of unity in caregiving, and their narratives spoke of equal roles for both 
fathers and mothers. This co-parenting relationship (Brown et al., 2007) was a normality for 
these fathers, and to whom the suggestion of alternative roles or gender specific tasks seemed 
obscure. Previous research has suggested mothers as the ‗gatekeeper‘ to father infant interactions 
(e.g., Schoppe-Sullivan et al., 2008). This research suggests that fathers and mothers equal 
triadic relationship impacted positively on the enhancement of father-infant attachment. 
Furthermore, the findings continue to reflect a changing society where fathers actively seek out 
opportunities to care for their infants, in egalitarian ways.  In addition, the research also adds to 
the literature stipulating that father-infant attachment relationships are best viewed through a 
family perspective of attachment (e.g., Parke, 2002).  
This research found that some fathers experienced becoming sources of comfort and emotional 
regulators for their infants during caregiving. Again highlighting the diverse roles adopted by 
fathers in this research with their infants. Furthermore, the fathers‘ narratives highlighted their 
ability to understand their infants‘ needs, such as pain relief or discomfort, and to respond 
accordingly. These synchronous experiences are supported by Lundy (2003) who cites fathers‘ 
‗mind-mindedness‘ and abilities to interpret their infant‘s cues as facilitators of enhanced 






Providing nurturing care reflects an alternative form of interaction for fathers to engage in when 
connecting with their infants, which may augment their attachment relationship. Additionally, 
these findings contest the belief that most fathers establish their role in areas where they are more 
confident, such as play (Lamb & Tamis-LeMonda, 2004) and demonstrate more all rounded 
father involvement. Although not a novel finding, previous research appears to focus more on 
robust and risky situations (e.g., Paquette and Bigras, 2010) to identify the nature of the father-
infant attachment. However, a number of current fathers‘ narratives captured that they can 
become both a play partner and a source of comfort, which moves away from thinking such as 
Paquette and Bigras (2010, p.34) who stated “a playmate does not become a source of comfort in 
times of distress”. 
 
In contrast to the above findings, a small number of fathers described the experience of being 
distant from the caregiving of their infant. These experiences were shown particularly in the very 
early stages of postpartum. Within the Distancing from caregiving theme, these fathers 
experienced their parenting role as more of a supportive figure for both the mother and infant. 
Their involvement was perceived as dependent on ―what was needed‖ to be done, as opposed to 
viewing this as a time to form an attachment to their infant. These fathers expressed perceptions 
that the early stages of infancy were maternally led, and a time in which the mother and infant 
development their relationship. These views would appear to hinder fathers‘ willingness to 
engage in consistent and direct caregiving of their infant, and suggest that these experiences 






period are not novel findings.  Kowlessar et al. (2015) stated that fathers waited to be guided by 
mothers and learned from observing their interactions with their infant, prior to the fathers 
attempting it themselves. Moreover, Rowe, Holton & Fisher (2012) reported fathers‘ experiences 
of detachment during this stage of infancy, when assisting the mother, as opposed to assuming an 
equal parent role, was common for fathers. When considering the importance of fathers‘ 
contributions to child development (Goodman, 2005), and the narratives expressed above, it 
appears paramount that fathers adopt and are provided with these early caregiving roles in order 
to facilitate the flourishing of father-infant attachment in early infancy. If this period was 
presented to fathers and mothers by clinicians as a parental phase with equal parental roles, the 
potential of a ‗detachment‘ experience would reduce, allowing fathers to form earlier attachment 
relations with their infants.  
 
One father expressed a strong desire to distance himself from his infant‘s care, due to his 
perception of her temperament and the subsequent representation he held of her. Infant‘s 
temperament has been shown to be a possible source of influence to the father infant attachment, 
(Wong et al., 2009) and this father‘s perceptions of his infant‘s difficult temperament placed 
clear barriers for an attachment relationship to form. This individual finding also supports the 
research by Feldman (2012) who states that fathers have been found to develop synchrony more 
easily with sons rather than daughters. In addition, the father‘s perceptions impacted on his 
wellbeing and created strong negative emotions (e.g., resentment and anger) towards his infant. 






theme in the literature (e.g., Ramchandani et al., 2005, & Paulson et al., 2006) and it continues to 
add to the complexities of the father-infant relationship. In addition, it indicates that some fathers 
may need further support in relation to coping with the challenges of fatherhood. 
 
An external barrier to the formation of early attachment relationships for father-infant was 
identified as caregiving. In the Distancing from caregiving theme, some fathers alluded to 
maternal reluctance to allow their involvement in caregiving tasks, and the challenges 
experienced in relinquishing parental control. This finding resonates with previous research (e.g. 
Petrassi, 2012; Zeanah, 2012) in which it was stated that mothers may inadvertently reinforce 
traditional boundaries, and that mothers can experience difficulty sharing the power and 
emotional significance of parenthood with fathers. From an attachment perspective, some fathers 
may be contending with a hierarchy of attachment figures from early infancy onwards, in which 
fathers experience a lower level of involvement. As previously stated within the An Evolving 
Attachment theme, fathers‘ beliefs about their role as important may influence their infant 
attachment relationship, and maternal ‗gatekeeping‘ (Schoppe-Sullivan, 2008) appears to hinder 
early attachment relations from being formed. In addition, it is noted that mothers may 
experience a pressure to take on a lead role in early child care, and clinical practice can advocate 
co-parenting strategies shortly after birth (McHale, 2007).  
 
Throughout the study each father made direct reference to the caregiving task of feeding their 






Feeding as a barrier/facilitator theme, fathers‘ narratives captured the lack of connection they 
experienced and lack of independence with their infant, when not directly involved in the feeding 
process. Similar to Goodman‘s (2005) research, fathers perceived their time to connect with their 
infant as postponed until breastfeeding had ceased, or when they could have an active role in the 
process. When fathers participating in this research had a direct role in the feeding process they 
perceived this as a strong facilitator to building the relationship with their infant. These fathers 
welcomed the opportunity to provide nurturing and intimate caregiving, involving physical 
touch, eye contact, and the sense of having an active parenting role, and this amounted to an 
important attachment making moment for the fathers. 
 
It was interpreted from fathers‘ narratives that being directly involved in the feeding process 
during early infancy was associated with the formation of earlier and stronger infant 
relationships. Similarly, within Goodman‘s (2005) metasynthesis of qualitative studies, he stated 
that feeding holds the symbolic power of intimacy for fathers, and that fathers welcomed the 
opportunity to share this activity with mothers‘, usually through bottle feeding (Gamble & 
Morse, 1992). Additionally, Lamb (2002) states that fathers are interested in and want to be a 
part of the feeding process, as well as being shown as responsive and attuned caregivers during 
this task. One father‘s narrative in particular captured how he perceived the benefit of his 
involvement in the feeding process during early infancy, bringing them closer and focusing on 
physical contact during these interactions. Hoffman‘s (2011) take-home lessons for practitioners 






be achieved both through play situations and caregiving, to enhance secure attachment 
formation. It is recognised that physical contact can be achieved through other means of 
caregiving (e.g., changing nappies and cuddling). However, most fathers‘ narratives continued to 
highlight feeding as an optimal caregiving task, potentially due to important pathways of trust 
and connection that are elements of a secure attachment (Hoffman, 2011) which are created 
when physical contact and nurturing caregiving are combined. 
 
4.4.3 SENSE OF INCLUSION IN THE PARENTING PROCESS  
The father‘s narratives provided insight into their experiences of inclusion in the parenting 
process, when considered in light of infant health care appointments. Each father had attended an 
infant health care appointment (e.g., GP, or public health nurse home visit), and the majority 
attended on an ongoing basis. This is a potential novel theme when considering attachment 
relationships which describes how these fathers generally experienced a lack of inclusion, and a 
lack of direct involvement in these appointments. The current studies adoption of an ecological 
systems approach views these appointments as a potential contributing distal factor to the father-
infant attachment relationship. 
 
Fathers acknowledged that although they wanted to support their partners and did not want to 
take professional attention from the mother or infant pre-birth, they nonetheless felt excluded 
during these infant-related consultations and expressed a desire to be more incorporated in these 






In a similar capacity, Kowlessar et al. (2015) found that fathers felt undervalued and unsupported 
in relation to antenatal support, despite apparent public awareness and socio-political changes 
impacting on a paternal parenting culture. Furthermore, Premberg et al. (2008) highlighted the 
need for health professional‘s awareness of fathers‘ own needs, and the impact gender aspects 
have on their receipt of professional support.  When considering attachment relationships this 
experience of exclusion for fathers may act as a barrier for early attachment formation, as it may 
develop a perception for fathers that they are not needed or that they are unimportant.  
Subsequently, fathers may withdraw from the early parenting process due to these perceptions.  
As Hoffman (2011) proposed, mothers begin the attachment process earlier in a connected 
biological manner, whereas a father‘s road to attachment may be restricted to commencing post 
birth. Although this is in contrast to Condon et al.‘s (2013) research which stated the presence of 
a father-infant attachment pre-birth.  Nevertheless, clinicians could play a key role in supporting 
fathers to form early attachment relations by actively including them and highlighting the 
importance of their perspectives and influence on their infant‘s life.  What is more, relationship 
disharmony may be created when mothers feel the burden of attending health care appointments 
alone, and relationship quality between mother –father has been considered an important factor 
associated with a secure father-infant attachment (Van IJzendoorn et al., 1999). 
 
Collectively fathers‘ experiences within the theme entitled The Husband could be cracking up 
showed that, perhaps surprisingly, fathers never had their wellbeing accounted for by a clinician 






highly emotional, and at times a stressful period, with some describing it as ―life changing.‖  
However, engaging in conversations relating to mental health or being informed of appropriate 
supports was not experienced. The detrimental impact of mental health on a father‘s ability to 
form an attachment relationship with their infant has been noted previously in this research 
during the Engagement and distancing from caregiving theme. Furthermore, literature has 
clearly identified the impact of fathers‘ ill health on their ability to engage in attachment creating 
behaviors (e.g. Ramchandani et al., 2005, Paulson et al., 2006) and the attention it requires to 
support father-infant relationships (e.g. Premberg et al., 2008 & Kowlessar et al., 2015) Hence, 
mental health supports or access to mental health information for fathers may facilitate secure 
attachment relationship formation between fathers and infants, and should be provided as a 
means to safeguard father-infant attachment.  
 
Additionally, as suggested in one interview, fathers‘ mental health should be considered within a 
family approach, where both father and mother are directly (e.g., asked in appointments) and 
indirectly (e.g., provided information for sources of support) included in support. With this in 
mind, fathers‘ wellbeing should be viewed as an important factor relating to father-infant 
attachments which clinicians and health care professions should be mindful of. 
 
For a smaller number of fathers their management of their experience of an emotionally testing 
time in early fatherhood was not related to seeking external support, but seen as their own 






wellbeing on themselves, but soon acknowledged a need for external supports. The ability to 
engage in emotional support if offered was reduced due to potential societal influences (e.g., they 
would be laughed at, and it would show a sign of weakness). These perceptions hold further 
significance when considering fathers‘ experiences of forming attachments with their infants. 
There may be times when fathers want to engage in support relating to their wellbeing, but the 
perceived stigma that would accompany their expressions of vulnerability, prevent themselves 
from doing so. As a consequence of this, some fathers may continue to experience reduced 
wellbeing, which in turn impacts on their ability to engage in positive attachment behaviours. In 
a related area, these fathers‘ perceptions of seeking support as a weakness may also influence the 
way they form attachments to their infants, for example becoming emotional sources of comfort 
in times of distress may also be viewed as showing weakness or a less ‗masculine‘ way of 
creating an attachment. Some research stipulates that culturally defined roles for fathers may 
influence the trajectory of the attachment relationships between fathers and infants (e.g. 
Feldman, 2012). It is suggested that some fathers‘ perceptions of societal views regarding mental 
health support, and becoming sources of emotional support for their infants are closely linked.  
Although beyond the scope of this study, further research in this area may assist in exploring the 
stigma fathers experience in relation to their mental health and how this may influence the ways 








4.4.4  A CHANGING FATHER  
Fathers‘ perceptions of generational changes were evident in their narratives. Within the I show 
my love more theme, fathers reflected on their own attachment relationship experiences with 
their fathers. Many identified that their fathers were not as actively involved in their care as 
infants, and at times played no part in their early upbringing. This theme reflects the historical 
portrayal of Irish fathers (e.g., Scheper- Hughes, 1979). In addition, fathers‘ reflections 
acknowledged a positive change to father-infant attachment relationships in more recent times.  
The majority of current fathers shared perceptions that they could now more readily express their 
emotions towards their infants, which potentially lead to more all rounded (e.g., emotional and 
physical) attachment relationships being created. Moreover, the fathers‘ own experiences as 
children had inspired them to become more emotionally open, involved and engaged, in keeping 
with a new generation of fathers.  In relation to Bretherton‘s (2010) review of fathers and 
attachment, in which fathers were initially questioned on their abilities to be primary caregivers, 
and were labelled a supplementary playmate attachment figure (Bowlby, 1969); the current 
fathers‘ narratives highlighted a vastly different way of social thinking and family environments.  
The majority of fathers spoke positively regarding the opportunity they experienced to become 
the fathers they wanted to be, and acknowledged the importance of expressing their love in 
emotional and physical ways towards their infants.  
 
During the Paternity Leave Engagement theme, the majority of fathers spoke of not being 






captured perceptions that an increase in paternity leave was crucial for fathers‘ to support the 
changes to their family system, and that father‘s early relationship building with their infant was 
equally important as it is for the mother.  In addition, these fathers proposed that paternity leave 
should be decided on an individual or family basis. Whereby, a more modern society should 
acknowledge that socioeconomic pressures to return to work do not always apply to fathers. The 
current fathers‘ views reflected that of the Nordic countries stance on parental leave; where leave 
schemes are offered to families as a whole without a purely maternal focus. These gender-equal 
approaches (Brandth & Kvande, 2015) allow fathers the opportunity to form early attachment 
relationships with their infants, without the emotional stress of financial concerns.  As family 
income has been previously labelled as something that influences stress (Nievar & Becker, 
2008), which impacts negatively on known attachment skills, (e.g. parent sensitivity, parents‘ 
emotional regulation) increased levels of paid paternity leave for fathers would assist in reducing 
emotional stress and providing more solid foundations for father-infant attachments to be 
created.  It is also recognised that policies within Ireland have made positive strides to increase 
father paternity leave in the near future. However, these steps are viewed as minor, and further 
changes are required to demonstrate the importance of father-infant attachment relationships in 
society. However, as distal socioeconomic pressures such as financially providing for a family 
may continue, it is strongly argued that fathers are given the most beneficial information for the 
development of their attachment to their infant. With this in mind, the key findings in Brown et 
al‘s. (2007) research were that the quality as opposed to the quantity of time spent between father 






knowing that they can still build secure attachment relationships with their infants, even if they 
are required to return to work soon after the birth of their infant.  
 
The study also found that a small number of father‘s narratives indicated that early infancy was 
considered a time to help out and observe their partners, rather than to actively engage in 
creating attachment relationships. These fathers openly discussed their views that they would not 
avail of what they perceived to be a considerable amount of paternity leave in early infancy (e.g., 
two weeks).  Similarly, in the previously mentioned Nordic countries, fathers were found to hold 
related views regarding early infancy, where mothers were found to be the primary caregiver 
during infancy and fathers did not engage in their quota of leave until the infant was 
approximately one year old (Brandth & Kvande, 2015). In addition, fathers have stated that they 
felt like a ‗virtual visitor‘ when beginning their leave period (Brandth & Kvande, 2015). The 
current findings support the concept that the first year of an infant‘s life is still viewed by some 
fathers as a time for mother-infant relationships to grow, and that father-infant attachments are 
created further along the developmental time frame. In order to reduce the experiences of being 
an observer, or a ‗virtual visitor‘ for fathers, it is advocated that early infancy again be 
approached by clinicians as a co-parenting period. Without a level of clarity for fathers, this may 
be a confusing time as they are unsure when to begin their direct attachment relationship with 







In addition to the fathers‘ expression of reservations regarding engaging in paternity leave, the 
same fathers expressed relationship disharmony as a further deterrent to the uptake of paternity 
leave. These fathers expressed concern relating to time spent with their partners during early 
infancy, and it was interpreted that work provided distance from this disharmony, and potential 
avoidance of early childcare tasks. As the importance of relationship harmony has been 
previously stated (e.g., Van IJzendoorn et al., 1999) as well as in the Sense of Inclusion in the 
Parenting Process theme, early identification of relationship difficulties may impact positively 
on the formation of father-infant attachment relations. Hall et al. (2014) suggested that problems 
in the father-infant relationship can be identified in early infancy, maybe even during pregnancy. 
With the close links between father-mother relationship and the father-infant attachment, it is 
suggested that Hall et al.‘s approach to the father-infant relationship can be adopted for the 
identification of early difficulties in the couple relationship.  
 
Many fathers‘ narratives identified that the term ‗attachment‘ was something that they were not 
familiar with, or if they were, it related specifically to maternal connections as opposed to 
paternal. When reflecting on this topic during the Level of Attachment Awareness theme, fathers 
appeared to perceive attachment as a maternal phenomenon, where reference to father-infant 
attachments had not occurred, professionally or personally. The current study suggests that the 
lack of information and conversations regarding the father-infant attachment, may have 






They may be unaware of early infancy as an important time to form father-infant attachments. 
With this in mind it may not be surprising for fathers to withdraw, or distance themselves during 
early infancy, as they are directly (e.g., by health care staff) or indirectly (e.g., by society) being 
informed that this is a stage for maternal attachment formation. As the current study views 
attachment within a family approach, it is strongly urged that fathers are given the same 
opportunities to form early attachments with their infants as mothers. As the study has 
highlighted the multitude of factors that influence father-infant attachments, consistently 
experiencing attachment terminology in a maternal context may be another distal factor that 
contributes to father-infant attachment relations.  However, it is also acknowledged that mothers 
may experience professional pressure to take on lead roles in caregiving, where they also 
perceive early infancy as what Volling and Belsky (1992) described as a ‗dyadic bubble‘, and 
this should also be addressed in more egalitarian ways within clinical practice. 
4.5 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 
It is justifiable to state that all research will have some limitations, and the current study holds no 
exceptions. Although the fathers in this study shared at times similar experiences and beliefs, the 
relatively small number of fathers (n = 10) interviewed means that these findings cannot be 
generalised to a wider population of fathers. However, the emphasis on adopting an idiographic 
stance, and the use of IPA to analyse data, to explore individual father‘s experiences in the 
context of attachments to their infants, was in keeping with interviewing this relatively small 






fathers‘ experiences of attachment from their perspective, rather than confirming the reliability 
of their narratives. While the findings cannot be generalised, they provide a foundation for 
further exploration of this under researched topic, as well as valuable implications.  
Although the researcher felt that each father was open and honest about their experiences, it was 
noted that some fathers may have presented a socially desirable perspective. Fathers may have 
withheld information due to the emotional context of some of the interview questions, or due to a 
level of anxiety experienced when exploring a topic previously not discussed by them in such a 
situation.  
Another limitation to the current sample of fathers is the lack of consideration of contributing 
factors including: a child with a developmental disorder, socio-economic class, and level of 
education of the father, and how these factors may influence the father-infant interactions. For 
example research by Lopez (2013) suggested that fathers with children with a disability 
experience greater difficulty forming a secure attachment to their infant than mothers did. The 
above mentioned distal and proximal factors are important considerations for future research, but 
were beyond the scope of the current study.  
It is also recognised that the current sample of fathers were not all born and raised in Ireland. 
Their individual cultural and background experiences may have influenced how they form 
relationships with their infants. However, during the analysis process significant differences 
were not found in how fathers from different cultural backgrounds formed relationships with 






Although each father‘s narrative did not capture the same experiences it is still suggested that in 
order to gain a balanced sample researchers may adopt a number of approaches including: 
delivering a presentation to a group of fathers so that questions regarding the research can be 
answered in person; fathers‘ potential reservations regarding participation can be discussed; 
while encouragement can be provided for a variety of fathers to take part. This may increase the 
likelihood of a more balanced sample being created. 
It is also recognised that it was challenging to recruit fathers to participate in this study leading to 
a number of recruitment methods being adopted. Fitzgerald (2015) alluded to difficulties in 
enlisting fathers and noted that father‘s schedules and those of researchers may not be aligned.  
In addition, it is possible that this study omitted a cohort of fathers who may have felt 
uncomfortable at the prospect of discussing the emotional topic of their relationship with their 
infant. Hence the sample of fathers in this study may reflect a group whom were more engaged 
in their infant‘s lives. However, this sample does appear to reflect a diverse range of fathers with 
some expressing more engagement with their infants than others. 
4.6  STRENGTHS OF THE STUDY  
The current study sought to address the dearth of research exploring fathers‘ experiences of 
forming attachments to their infants within the first year. To date, this literature has mostly 
focused on assessing and understanding the father-infant attachment using quantitative methods, 
but has failed to capture the attachment narratives of fathers in the first year. This study 






Lewis, 2011), where a multitude of factors enhance or debilitate the creation of an attachment 
relationship (Lickenbrock & Braugart-Rieker, 2015), through the use of qualitative means.   
The use of IPA to analyse the data in this study facilitated a richness of narrative around the 
subjective father-infant attachment formation experiences. Although IPA is a labour-intensive 
approach, other approaches such as thematic analysis would not have provided the same level of 
insight into the fathers‘ experiences. Future researchers should consider the benefits of 
employing IPA and qualitative approaches for addressing similar research questions. 
The current study benefitted from recruiting a relatively large number of fathers with varying 
professions and cultural backgrounds, to gain insight into a diverse range of father‘s experiences 
of father-infant attachment formation. In addition, this group of fathers included both 
experienced and less experienced fathers relating to fathering an infant. 
Another strength of the study was how it provided fathers with an opportunity to explore their 
individual experiences of attachment relationships, which they had lacked previously. The 
study‘s focus on revealing the fathers ‗voice‘ highlights further the need for continued inclusion 
of fathers both within the family and in professional interactions. Furthermore, some fathers 









4.7 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CLINICAL PRACTICE  
One of the key aims of the study was to produce clinically relevant recommendations, in 
particular due to the lack of visible fathers in clinical settings discussed at the beginning of this 
study. The researcher hopes that the findings of this study will contribute to clinical practice. 
Firstly, this study has highlighted the need to address father‘s sense of exclusion. As father-infant 
attachments are impacted by the family, it is recommended that this early infant period be 
viewed as a parental time to form attachments with infants, as opposed to a maternal time. This 
would require direct inclusion in infant health care appointments, or indirect inclusion, for 
example through social media and internet signposting, to inform fathers of the importance of 
their direct input for enhancing their infant attachment relationship. It is also suggested that 
clinicians encourage mothers to continue to co-parent with fathers, in order to share the 
caregiving tasks during early infancy which some fathers in this study experienced as important 
attachment-forming opportunities. This approach would also advise parents to share and support 
each other during a potentially emotional transition into parenthood. This would provide fathers 
with consistent messages both from clinicians and from within the family home.  
 
Secondly, due to the strong links between fathers‘ mental health and the creation of secure 
attachment relationships. It is suggested that fathers should be asked about their wellbeing, or 
should be provided with information about the potential emotional changes they may experience, 
in order to flag father mental health difficulties which could be a barrier to their infant 






experience any assessment of their mental health. Although some fathers suggested that they 
may not welcome support around their wellbeing, an increased sense of inclusion could be 
experienced, which may impact positively on their attachment to their infant. Societal influences 
may impact on fathers‘ willingness to engage in wellbeing support, but nevertheless, it is 
suggested that best practice should encompass an assessment or discussion of fathers‘ wellbeing. 
There is compelling evidence which suggests that fathers who have been described as hard- to- 
reach individuals prefer to seek information and support via the internet, this approach can be 
utilised to disseminate information on attachment relationships and also where to seek a range of 
supports (Fletcher & St George, 2011). 
 
Thirdly, attachment terminology is often used within psychology teams, however it is unclear 
whether this occurs within other multidisciplinary teams (MDT‘s). With the experiences of 
fathers in this study relating to a maternal understanding, or no clear understanding, it may be 
beneficial for language surrounding attachment to be used by clinicians within a parental 
approach to increase awareness of this phenomena. In this sense, attachment information would 
be delivered within a family or parental format, which it is strongly advised. To facilitate this 
approach, attachment focused training for MDT‘s could assist in an increased use of this 
language when working with the families of infants. 
 
Fourthly, the current sample of fathers appear to highlight similarities as opposed to differences 






described similar relationship forming interactions with their infants, when commenting on 
differences between fathers and mothers. Although a smaller number of fathers at times 
described contrasting roles to the mothers in the household, it is unknown the level of social 
influence on these separate roles. Hence, services which are delivered to families may not need 
to be father/mother specific in relation to relationship building, and could be approached in a 
parental format. 
 
Finally, it is also suggested that therapeutic work which is offered to families and has elements 
of psycho-education for parents should also include fathers.  The Circle of Security parenting 
program (Cooper et al, 2005) as an example, has been used with fathers. Programmes such as 
this may be used to make explicit the roles and behaviours that fathers can practice to support 
secure attachments with young children.  
 
4.8 FUTURE RESEARCH 
Although the current study has produced an in-depth exploration of father-infant attachment 
formation in the first year, future research should continue to explore and build on this unfamiliar 
domain.  
 
Areas for future exploration include: the attachment formation of same sex male couples who are 






comes to forming attachments to their infants. Stacey (2006) showed that when two fathers co-
parented they did so in a way that seemed closer but not identical, compared to that of a 
heterosexual couple. Stacey‘s (2006) study reinforces the notion that two fathers have the ability 
to provide the care, and to possibly alternate responsibilities according to the situation, so that 
ultimately secure attachments can be formed.   
 
It is suggested that future attachment research continue to adopt a family approach, and this 
includes more diverse family make-ups, to facilitate father-infant attachment relationships. 
Although two father households were not considered during the development of attachment 
theory, it is suggested that future attachment research can develop with modern times and 
include these relatively unknown attachment experiences. 
 
Other groups of fathers which would be interesting to explore would be intermittent fathers for 
example who work away for periods of time, or those who no longer live with the child due to 
separation. Their experiences of forming attachment relationships may differ and shed further 
light on the experiences of fathers, whilst also supporting or opposing the idea that quality of 
time rather that than quantity of time is an important factor in the creation of father-infant 
attachment relationships.   
 
Additionally future research could focus on a smaller age range of infants (e.g. 0-3 months or 3-6 






differences that may exist in fathers‘ experiences of forming relationships with their infants 
between age ranges within the first year (e.g., 0-3 months vs. 9-12 months.)   
 
Furthermore, future research could explore inter-generational differences, where two cohorts of 
fathers are compared in relation to their attachment experiences. This research would also focus 
further on the influence of societal pressures on fathers‘ experiences of creating father infant 
attachment relationships.   
 
4.9 REFLECTION ON THE RESEARCH PROCESS 
The current study was an enduring, insightful and an enjoyable research experience. The 
curiosity I experienced when developing the research idea on fathers‘ attachments to their 
infants, remained throughout the study. This level of professional interest acted as positive buffer 
for the more challenging elements to the research process (e.g., the recruitment of fathers). This 
process proved to be testing and stressful at times, as many attempts at recruiting fathers were 
unsuccessful. Following the application of two recruitment types, and nonetheless being 
unsuccessful at sourcing any fathers to participate, the feasibility of completing this study had to 
be contemplated. However, the suggestion of abandoning this important and valid research 
question was disheartening. Thankfully my flexible and persistent approach eventually led to 






question. I am glad that it was eventually possible to conduct this research, and I am pleased that 
this valuable subject area has now been explored with fathers in Ireland. 
 
I was conscious as a male researcher interviewing male participants that our interactions may be 
strongly influenced by the social construction of masculinity (Robertson, 2006), and that certain 
barriers would be put in place, reducing the depth of their spoken experiences during interview. 
Although this may have played out during the interviews, I subsequently felt that all the fathers 
engaged in open and reflective interviews, regardless of the positive or negative experiences they 
explored. Although it was challenging getting the fathers to the interview stage, what I found 
was that once they were there, they provided in depth, emotionally loaded narratives, and 
appeared to enjoy the opportunity to engage in something novel to them. It was clear that each 
father, regardless of some difficult experiences, was proud to be a father and took great pleasure 
in it. Collectively my research experiences showed that fathers have a lot to offer, both to clinical 
research and to the formation of attachment relationships, the key is finding ways to involve 
them more regularly and potentially make it socially acceptable for them to take part. 
 
4.10 CONCLUSION  
The current study has identified four themes associated with fathers‘ experiences of forming 
attachment relationships to their infants in the first year of life, namely: The Power of Reciprocal 






Process and A changing Father. Within these themes a multitude of proximal and distal factors 
were found. The fathers narratives showed that many proximal factors including: the need for 
synchrony & reciprocal interactions between father-infant, infant‘s temperament, the father-
mother relationship, and ‗gate keeping‘ of parental roles; along with distal factors including: a 
lack of inclusion in health care appointments, a lack of professional accountability of fathers 
wellbeing, access to paternity leave, and maternally focused attachment terminology, all impact 
on the father-infant attachment relationship formation. Fathers who were actively involved in 
their infant‘s lives spoke of being both a source of comfort in times of distress, and an engaging 
play partner. Fathers acknowledged that attachments developed over time, but fathers 
experienced these attachments at different infant developmental stages, and it appeared that these 
experiences were linked with their perception of having an important role in their infant‘s lives. 
The level of social influence on fathers‘ attachment experiences in the current cohort was 
unclear, but it is recognised that this may constitute another distal factor. Collectively, the 
study‘s findings underscore the complex dyadic relationship between father and infant, and 
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Title of study:  Fathers‘ experiences of developing a relationship with their infant, within the first 
year: considering an attachment perspective 
 
 
The current study is interested in gaining insights into father‘s experiences of forming 
attachments to their infants, within the first year. The experiences of fathers are relatively under 
researched compared to mothers and infants, and this study aims to increase awareness of how 
you as fathers form relationships with your infant throughout the first year of their lives. It may 
also shed light on the challenges you experience during this time, or what factors help you to 
form these relationships. The interviews will either take place at the University of Limerick, or at 
your home, whichever is most convenient for you. The interviews data will be recorded by using 
a Dictaphone and will last approximately 30-45 minutes. Findings may influence how fathers are 
viewed by clinicians and by society in general, and may make suggestions for policies to be 
reconsidered (e.g. paternity leave).  
 
As a participant you have the right to withdraw at any time point, whilst anonymity and 
confidentiality regarding your personal details and the information you provide will be kept 
throughout. Only if the researcher had concerns relating to risk to himself, yourself or your 
family, would confidentiality be broken and the appropriate ethical procedures would be 
followed. 
 
If you are interested in taking part in this research study or know a father who would be, then 
please contact James on the below email. 
 






James Costelloe     Patrick Ryan    
13027115@studentmail.ul.ie     
 
If you have concerns about this study and wish to contact someone independent, you may 
contact: 
The Chairman of the Education and Health Sciences Research Ethics Committee 


























APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW SCHEDULE  
 
1. Describe what the birth of your baby was like for you? 
Prompt: Physically, Emotionally? 
2. What changes have you experienced since having your child? 
3. Describe what types of things you have been doing with your child? 
Prompt: are these shared in the household? 
4. When do you feel closest to your child? 
Prompt: Anything in particular?  
5. Describe what it was like forming a bond with your child? 
Prompt: How did that occur? Anything that stops you?  
6. How would you describe your role in the house where your child lives? 
Prompt: change anything? 
7. Describe a typical day with your child and the amount of time you would spend with 
them?  
Prompt: Enough? Different on the weekend? Other factors that affect time? 
8. What role do you feel you currently play in your child‘s life? 
Prompt: Has it changed? Do you think it will change? 
9. How involved do you feel when it comes to professionals checking the health of the baby 
for example? Medical appointments? 






10. As a father how involved do you feel when it comes to parental leave? 
11. What changes if any, have you noticed between you and your child over the past 3 
months? 
12. Was there anything you weren‘t expecting? Any surprises along the way of being a 
father? 
13. What care giving tasks would you say are for woman or for men? Shared?  
14. Are the ways in which you form attachments to your child similar to your experiences 
with your own father or are they different? Please describe 























Title of the study:  Fathers‘ experiences of developing a relationship with their infant, within the 
first year: considering an attachment perspective 
 
By signing this consent form I agree to take part in a research study focusing on my attachment 
relationship with my child. I am aware that I will meet the researcher during the first year of my 
child‘s life, and any views or comments I share during the interview will remain anonyms, 
confidential, and all identifiers will be removed from the interview data. In addition, I have been 
informed that the interviews will be recorded by Dictaphone and the data will be stored in a 
locked cabinet for up to 7 years, where after it will be destroyed.  
 
I am also aware that if the researcher has concerns relating to risk to myself, or a family member, 






right to withdraw from the study at any time point, and if I am unhappy with personal 







I ………………………   give my consent to be a part of the research study being carried out.  
 
Please provide a signature          Investigator signature 
 
………………………      ……………………… 
 
If you have concerns about this study and wish to contact someone independent, you may 
contact: 
The Chairman of the Education and Health Sciences Research Ethics Committee 
University of Limerick 
Limerick 














Special moments  
 
Reciprocal interactions 




Nothing else matters 
Fathers perceptions that 
infants interactions lets father 
know he is doing well  
Positive interactions between 
father-infant, leading to father 
gaining confidence in own 
fathering abilities  
Positive feedback 
Confidence building  
Positive reinforcement for 
fathers from infant 
interactions  
Fathers difficulties in 
identifying a bond in early 
infancy due to lack of visual 
aids from infant  
Reinforcement !!! 
Visual aids help  
 
Conceptual Ideas 
Father felt comfortable making 
baby noises and silly voices in 
front of me.  
Father actively reflecting on his 
experiences. 
Father is not used to being asked 
these questions but those 
interactions with his daughter 
tell him that he is doing a good 
job, 
I wonder is it linked to the 
emphasis on the mother, does 
the father need that responsive 
interaction more from the infant, 
as they don’t receive outside of 
that relationships?  Basically 
nobody tells them they are doing 
a good job, or checks in with 
them?  
Father feels when a child is not 
crying that is the parents reward, 
but for him in the early stages 
it’s about the interaction 
“looking and smiling”.  
APPENDIX D: EXAMPLE OF INITIAL STAGES OF ANALYSING 
INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT 
Q. When do you feel closest to your child? 
Prompt. Would you be able to put that into 
words? 
 
It’s very much, it’s just the 2 of you and nothing 
else. There is literally nothing else that is going 
through your mind, there is nothing in the 
background. Especially now she is, you know once 
they get their heads around the 5-6 week mark 
they start smiling a lot. Em, so no I have this little 
thing when I am like “what’s that face what’s that 
face” and she will always respond to it now. So it’s 
those little moments and it will last maybe 10-20-
30 seconds. That’s is it, there is nothing else in the 
world that goes on, nothing else happens, there is 
nothing, just nothing else really. It’s very very 
intense, you know, its eye contact, its facial 
movements and smiles and you know it’s very 
cerebral really. And they are special as well, I mean 
its encouraging for you as a new dad, not having 
done this before. That you are kind meeting 
certain, you know she is happy and she loves 
getting the, you know a good emotion and she is 
physically happy and that makes you happy but it’s 
all you are happy that you feel like you are doing 
the right thing. You know that you are, maybe 
adjusting well to being a father. You take a lot from 
it. Probably don’t think about it too much but it is 
so it’s like those reactions and responses in a way 
tell you that you are doing a good job? 
Really its reinforcement. That’s the funny thing 
with a new born, you don’t really get that you 
don’t really get that kind of sensation back from 
them. Because they literally, cry, feed, sleep and 













 Positive reinforcement for fathers from infant interactions  
 Fathers difficulties in identifying an attachment in early infancy due to lack of visual aids 
from infant  
 Work commitments forming barriers to bonding between father-infant  
 Father perception of supporting wife and infant  
 Fathers sense that self-care is appropriate 
 Process of communication between mother and father  
 Father seeking an active role in infant‟s life  
 Fathers perception that the core of his role will remain constant throughout the infant‟s 
life  
 Fathers sense of his role: Protecting. Providing. sheltering  
 Fathers engagement in professional appointments as support to mothers  
 Fathers perception of a lack of inclusion by professional  








APPENDIX F: STAGES OF MANUAL THEME ANALYSIS AND 
CLUSTERING 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
